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Introduction

The morning had not yet broken through the last moments of
lingering darkness, when suddenly a dense thick fog descended
covering the forest under a thick curtain of white. Behind him in
the bedroom, Willy heard the soft easy rhythm of Bonnie’s
breathing.

The one thing that annoyed him about
Bonnie was her persistence when it came to his family. As far as he
was concerned the less she knew the better. Rummaging through his
things, she had come across an old picture. The picture was in a
heavy oval frame. It had been part of Willy’s few possessions. He
didn’t know why he kept it. Maybe it was of his brother John.
Anyway, it had been in his possessions when he had been
incarcerated. So, he kept it. Many times he had considered throwing
it away but each time he had tucked it back away in the few items
of his past.

His eyes locked on the eyes that
stared down at him from behind the oval glass. The accusing look on
the face in the picture made him uncomfortable. Then came the
questions from Bonnie. Just who was in the picture? Was it John his
twin brother or was it Willy himself? They were twins. Why weren’t
both of them in the picture? A chill ran up his back and he felt a
strange loneliness. Willy wasn’t superstitious but he couldn’t help
but wonder what lay ahead. He had always tried to maintain control
about everything else but lately things were beginning to slide and
slowly get out of hand.
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C1 - Starting Over

Ronald Joseph “Beaver” Watson stepped into the sunlight and
heard the metallic sound of the gates close behind him. Turning, he
remembered the day he had checked into the Huntsville prison
shackled to one Willy Baker. For him, the past years of confinement
had been a lifetime. This was a passage of time in sorrow, regret
and shame. Sullen and bitter, he had entered his first day of
prison. Today he stood in the warm sunshine allowing it to bathe
his face. ‘I’m going to get this right!
Today will be the first day in a new life and I will start from
scratch and make it a good one!’ Once he
had been a happy man with a pretty wife and child. Alcohol and bad
company had turned that marriage into a disaster. Every morning of
his incarceration he had swung his feet from his bunk, his first
thoughts being of the family he no longer had. The grief had slowly
subsided, but the emptiness would never go away. He had seen the
relief on his wife’s face when the judge had given him five years
instead of probation. The sentence had shattered his pride and
touched a cold heart. He could never forgive himself for treating
such a precious woman so badly. The only good thing in his life had
lost all respect and questioned her love for him. The drunken
nights had cost him her trust and a daughter he ached to
see.

In all these years his wife Shelby had
never returned his letters. She did not believe that he could
change. In fact, he didn’t believe he could either. But prison had
done what he could not do. For five years he had written a letter
each week, holding out hope that she would write back but she never
did. Beaver knew the time he had served was a lot less than he
deserved and would accept the past and not be bitter.

He strolled through the streets of
Huntsville looking intently around. Heading in the direction of the
town square, he took stock of his worldly possessions and went
directly to the Western Union office.

Beaver had received for
his good behavior three hundred dollars to aid in starting a new
life. A little of that money would get him some decent clothes and
a room for a few days. The first thing he needed was a job. Walking
along he watched as birds flew from tree to tree.
‘Free-as-a-bird’ would
always have a special meaning to him. ‘It
was a shame when men had to be locked up, because they couldn’t
live in society,’ he thought. Never did he
want to sit day by day in a box again. He decided his existence on
this old planet was much too important for that.

Texas was hot this time of year, but
Beaver liked this country; it was big and open. A man could breathe
here. He had done his time in Texas. So here he would stay. He had
no ties with the past except the memories of a woman and child he
hoped one day to see again. He owed no man and the law said he had
paid his debt to society. So now he walked along the sidewalk
looking in each window as he walked by. A candy store was a good
place to get out of the heat for a while. He decided he would treat
himself to a soda. Never again would he drink anything stronger.
The devil’s brew had made a fool of him for most of his thirty
years. Tonight, he would write Shelby a letter and tell her he was
a free man.

Easing up on the stool he could not
quit smiling. Grady O’Hara stood back of the counter watching the
man with the big smile and the buck teeth. A slight girl of
eighteen stepped up to the counter and asked, “What can I get you,
Sir?”

Beaver replied, “I think I will have a
milk shake and a piece of that pie there.” Giving the proprietor a
big grin Beaver turned his attention to the black berry pie before
him. He emitted a sigh of enjoyment as he ate the pie.

“Looks like the pie is a
hit today,” Grady said.

“This pie is a hit any
day. Sir, this shake is just right, too!” Beaver said as he cut
another bite.“Were you down the street long?” Grady asked.“Some
would say too long, but for me it was necessary,” Beaver said.“If
you are planning to stay around, might look at the railroad
station. Mr. Benson needs help most all the time,” Grady
stated.

“I will make the railyard
my next stop. I sure am obliged to you, Sir. I think Texas will be
a good place to start over,” Beaver said reflectively.

“It will be what you make
of it. Let me know if I can be of help to you. My name is Grady O’
Hara,” he said.

Beaver introduced himself
and the two exchanged warm conversation for a few minutes. Beaver
wanted to ask where he could find Willy, but he was afraid of the
response he might get. ‘I will just keep my
eyes and ears open for a while,’ he
thought.

Down the street Texas Ranger Cage
Cruise walked up to the prison gates. Introducing himself to the
guard, he was at once ushered in to see the warden. A slightly old
guard was summoned as soon as Cage arrived in the warden’s
office.

“Ranger, I remember him
well. I can’t tell you much about him. He never discussed what was
eating him. Baker was a smart fellow and never gave me a hard time.
Like most of the inmates, they all come in here with a chip on
their shoulder and most leave the same way. Baker was a lot smarter
when he left,” the warden related.

“Did he confide in anyone
or have any friends?” Cage asked.

“Well the only inmate that
even talked to him was Beaver Watson. Baker mostly just spent his
time alone. He had problems with bad headaches,” the warden
answered.

“You remember him well for
an inmate that has been gone for two years,” Cruise
stated.

“I really liked that
boy…sure hope he is not in any trouble. I would hate to see him
come to a bad end,” the warden replied.

“Warden, I would like to
talk with this Watson inmate,” Cruise requested.

“You could, but he was
paroled this morning. He is a sandy headed fellow with buck teeth,”
the warden said. “Watson is always smiling…like he was up to
something. I didn’t like him much at first,” the warden said. “He
came in here with a smart mouth, but over time he mellowed
out.”

“Did he say where he was
headed?” Cruise asked.

“No. He said he had no
place to go, but out of here,” the warden responded.

Leaving the prison Cage headed down
town.

ααααααα

“Young man stop right
there, please!” the white-haired lady called to Ranger Walker. Mike
stopped his forward progress along the sidewalk and helped her get
up on the curb. He had been headed for the candy store to wait for
Cage and had decided a shake would be the right thing for this hot
Texas day. “My name is Betty Taylor Mueller and I have been looking
for one of you rangers. I have been trying to get the sheriff to
look for my grandson, but he won’t do anything. His name is Shane
Thomas Taylor and he disappeared over a week ago and hasn’t called
me. He has left before but usually he would let me know where he
was!”

“How old is your grandson,
Ma’am?” Mike asked.

“He is 19 years old. I
know he is a man, but something has happened to him or he would
have contacted me. I know he would,” she said
exasperatingly.

“We don’t look for missing
people, but if anything turns up, we will let you know,” Ranger
Mike stated.

Cage was sitting across from Annie and
the two were drinking from the same malted when Mike walked in the
candy store. Looking at the two who didn’t seem to notice him, Mike
said, “What’s the matter, Cage? Can’t you afford to buy Annie her
own shake?” Standing behind the bar Grady grinned, sighed and shook
his head.

“Mike, I think you and I
need to have a talk,” Cage said.

“Hey, Cage, an elderly
lady wants us to look for her missing grandson,” Mike
interjected.

Without looking away from Annie, Cage
asked, “How old is the lad?”

“He is 19 years old,” Mike
replied.“That’s a year younger than me and no one is looking for
me!” Cage said with a smile.

Grady O’Hara responded, “Everyone
knows where you are. Either you are looking through the glass on my
candy case or looking at that pretty face of Annie
Parker!”

With that Annie laughed and said
“Toddle-doo,” as she left the candy store.

“Well what did you tell
the lady about her grandson?” Cage asked.

“I didn’t know what to
tell her. His name is on the list of people we are watching!” Mike
said.

“What! …Which one?” Cage
quickly asked.

“It was the Taylor guy,”
Mike replied.

C2 - Up in Arms

Baker will call us when he gets the truck to a place we can
pick it up. As soon as we get our hands on that truck, I want…Paddy
and Artie to get it headed for Chicago and” …shaking his finger at
Paddy and Artie, he finished, “If you gentlemen lose that truck you
best shoot yourselves! Artie you shoot yourself first and then give
Paddy the gun to do the same. Grrrr…I don’t know why I’m trusting
the only truck we can get our hands on with you two boobs. I’ll
take Quinn and start looking for Baker. Bart will be at the meeting
place in an hour. Smitty you go meet the sheriff and tell him Willy
has contacted us,” McDonald said.

It was almost noon when Bonnie and the
dogs loaded up in the car. “You will hear from me within the week,”
Willy said as he gave her a kiss on the cheek and patted the car as
she drove away. He turned and entered the house. Getting his bag
and driving gloves he headed for the barn at a fast pace. Pushing
the large doors open, first one then the other, he surveyed the
landscape while putting on the driving gloves. He would drive the
truck to the location he had selected and then call McDonald to
pick it up. The wind blew against a door causing it to swing back
closed. Looking around for a stone to prop against the door he
pushed it open again. A shocking pain coursed through his body and
took his breath away knocking him back into the barn. Gasping for
breath Willy fell back hitting his head on a large stone. Above him
the rafters spun around and around. His vision dimmed and the barn
door started to close in the wind. Darkness settled in and he felt
a searing pain. His sight dimmed and he gasped for just one more
breath. Wings fluttered around him and all went black.

On a hill across the road
Judd Smith ejected the brass casing making sure it landed where it
could easily be seen. Breaching another shell, he looked back
through the scope for another shot. The scope moved across the body
revealing a patch of red covering the chest of the man and blood
pooling around his head, sighting seven inches over the head of the
victim he started to squeeze the trigger when a gust of wind swung
the barndoor shut shielding his intended target from sight.
Grunting his annoyance, he raised to his knees. He always liked to
include a second shot to make sure. The first shot was perfect. The
second would give him a feeling of certainty. It wouldn’t take him
long to cross the distance to the barn. A quick check to make sure
the hombre was done for. As he was getting up something disturbed
the pigeons at the top of the barn, and they flew in all
directions. Having second thoughts he decided not to go to the
barn. Instead he headed back to his truck. Judd marveled at his
ability with a rifle. The only problem with a shot like that
was ‘you can’t brag to anyone…not even to a
friend.’ Rubbing the dust from the rifle
stock he placed it in the rear window gun rack and headed west. He
would make a phone call to McDonald. Then it was back to the ranch
for a week of putting up hay and fence post.

In a couple of weeks things would
settle down and he would make a road trip to pick up his fee. The
money would be in a locker in Houston and he would get the key in
the mail. Now he had a contact again. Hopefully, things would start
to improve like in the old days when Harlan was alive. Judd missed
Harlan; he really did. Working for Harlan had been a prosperous
time and he had saved for a rainy day. He had several bank accounts
even though he didn’t trust banks and definitely didn’t trust
bankers.

The pain came in waves and in his
foggy brain Willy knew he had been shot. He had cut it too close
and now he was paying the price. He went in and out of
consciousness. Now it was out of his hands. This was not the way he
had hoped things would go, but he had known this was a possibility.
Now he could accept the consequences. The pain intensified and
breathing was getting harder and harder. The rafters above him were
a blur. This must have been the way Thomas had felt. His voice was
weak as he tried to say out loud, “Thomas, I am sorry. I hope you
are in a better place than where I am going. Please forgive me,” he
groaned loudly and the pigeons at the top of the barn fled and
circled out across the hill.

A few miles away Bart leaned against
the hood of the patrol car waiting for McDonald to show up. By now
Baker would be out of the picture and he could deal with McDonald
for the truck. It wasn’t long until Smitty drove up to the rest
stop.

“Sheriff, you're too late! Willy has
already made contact with us and will be delivering the truck,”
Smitty said.

Looking confused Bart said, “What are
you talking about? The fellow you want will not be delivering
anything. You said you wanted him, and I found him…and your truck.
He is laying in a barn outside of town with a hole in his chest.
The truck is in the barn. He was getting ready to leave in the
truck. I don’t know where the woman is.”

Pulling a cigar from his mouth Smitty
looked at Bart. His cold eyes were taking in Bart and revealing
nothing in thought. Secretly Smitty hated dirty cops. He said, “Are
you sure about that? We talked to him just a couple of hours
ago.”

“I found him not more than thirty
minutes ago. He was fixing to take a powder. So, Judd Smith stopped
him…cold. If he hadn’t, you would have never seen that truck again.
This had better be worth my time. I put myself in a dangerous
position for your boss,” Bart said.

“Sheriff, I’m going to get McDonald.
He’s not going to be very happy about you thumping Baker,” Smitty
said.

Irritated Bart responded, “I didn’t
know this fellow had gotten in contact with McDonald…how was I to
know? McDonald said to find him and stop him so…I did. You go get
your boss and I will meet you on the main road out west of here. I
will lead you to some back woods where we can hide the cars and
walk to the barn, unnoticed.”

Getting back in the patrol car Bart
smiled to himself and sighed. With Baker dead he was in the clear.
He decided it was time to have a talk with Ed. Ed’s garage door was
open, so Bart drove the police car inside. Getting out he raised
the hood and waited while a customer paid Ed for some work and
drove off.

“You got a problem, Sheriff?” Ed
asked.

“We had big problems, but it looks
like Judd has solved one big problem for us today.”!” Bart
said.

“How much did it cost us?” Ed
said.

“You owe me a thousand dollars. I gave
him two grand to do the job,” Bart said.

“What? I would have done it for the
pure enjoyment,” Ed said.

“You’re not that good of a shot, Ed.
Just be glad that it is done,” Bart grumbled.

“What about the woman?” Ed
questioned.

“She don’t know anything. I say we let
the mob take care of her if they want her,” Bart
replied.

ααααααα

As he sat in his office in Austin,
Texas, Captain Eastman re-read the article. The intercom crackled,
“Captain, Gary Burkett from FBI headquarters in Chicago on line
one.”

The two men exchanged greetings for a
few minutes then Agent Burkett asked, “What’s on your mind,
Captain? I’m sure you didn’t call me to discuss the
weather.”

“You made headlines in the
Houston paper. I want to know about the bust you made,” Captain
Eastman responded.

Agent Burkett replied, “Well, it was
something that only happens once in a life time. We were tipped
that the trucks were coming in. The information included everything
down to the license plate on the trucks. My agents picked them up
outside of Memphis and followed them all the way to Chicago. We had
every agent in the country on the road that weekend. What’s your
interest in this, Captain?”

“We’ve been investigating
some homicides here in Texas. The trail may lead to you. Who tipped
you off on the trucks?” Eastman asked.

“Captain, you know I can’t
tell you my informant’s name. I will tell you we were successful,
because we didn’t get the local law enforcement involved,” Burkett
said.

“I can understand that. We
traced a phone call back to Chicago and got the local police
involved. The suspect we traced the number on may be in danger. A
precinct detective relayed the information we gave to a gangster.
We now believe some Chicago mobsters are here looking for him. I
know you need to protect your source. Let me tell you the situation
down here and you can evaluate what information you can give me,”
Eastman said.

“That sounds fair enough,”
Gary Burkett said.

Captain Eastman began to enlighten FBI
Agent Burkett by saying, “Five years ago a man who I will name
later went to prison here in Texas. He spent three years in prison.
Lucky for him the men he assaulted didn’t die or he would still be
in prison. While he was in prison, the only person he had any
association with was a small-time crook named Beaver Watson who is
from Chicago. Watson had mob connections. Our man was a model
prisoner and the day he left prison he got on a bus for Chicago.8 I
believe Beaver Watson filled our suspect in on street information
and contacts in Chicago. The day our suspect showed back up in
Huntsville, Texas, there were two murders there. I am beginning to
believe that was just coincidence. He had indicated he might be
going in the trucking business. Your trucks had come from Memphis
and possibly farther south. They were loaded with contraband
brought into this country by ship.”

“How is your suspect tied
to the murder you mentioned?” Burkett asked.

Eastman replied, “We have no proof at
the moment and frankly he doesn’t seem like the type to murder
anyone. His time served was because of violence, though. We suspect
he is into something illegal with three other individuals but can’t
tie them to him. What we do know is the mob from Chicago has a
contract out on him. The detective that gave the mob his location
received ten thousand dollars for the information.”

“Sounds like they want him
bad,” Burkett said.

“I believe our man called
you and gave you the information on the trucks. I have three
rangers that are privy to the information I just shared with you
and no one else,” Eastman added.

There was a silence on the phone for a
minute then Burkett said, “Okay, I will tell you how we came about
busting these guys. I would like to tell you it was brilliant
detective work on my part, but it was nothing of the sort. A year
ago, I got a phone call. The caller didn’t identify himself. He
said he could deliver a bust to me in the future and was making
contact. He had checked me out and knew all about me and my family.
He said the reason he checked me out was to determine if I was a
crooked cop or not. He actually knew me pretty well and had decided
he could trust me. Then he asked me to just forget the phone call
and tell no one until he called back. He told me if he suspected
that I was not on the up and up he would give the information to
someone else. I dismissed the call as a prank. However, I started
carrying my side arm just in case. I had a desk job at that time
and rarely carried my gun.”

There was silence over the phone for a
minute as Burkett collected his thoughts. He then continued, “A few
days ago the caller called back from Memphis, Tennessee. He asked
if I remembered the call. When I acknowledged that I did, he told
me not to get local cops involved in any way. He even told me which
of my own men not to get involved. He gave me details of the
trucks. He had even painted a big white X on the top of the trucks.
We picked them up from the air and followed them in to Chicago. He
never gave me his name and never asked for money…this was a
vendetta. I got another call yesterday concerning another truck
that might be headed our way. It was the same setup, but different
crime family. If we get this one, he will have put the lead crime
figures in Chicago and a variety of public officials behind bars. I
don’t know who he is, but I would give him a medal if it wouldn’t
get him killed. The way this is shaking out now, we have three
judges, Chicago’s finest politicians and a union leader in jail.
Maybe we can get the rest with the next truck load. I fully intend
to do all I can to protect him. He has more brass than anyone I
have ever seen, or he has a death wish.”

Daniel pondered what Agent Burkett had
relayed to him. He then said, “Gary, you have our full cooperation
with this. I hope we both solve a problem or two. Can you tell me
if the truck came from down here?” Daniel asked. There was a long
silence on the phone, so he added, “If they did come from Texas it
is our man, but I need all you have to protect him.”

“Captain, you have to
understand, I have no idea who you are. Even if you are on the up
and up, I don’t want to jeopardize my investigation or the life of
this man. But on the other hand, he is probably in a lot of danger.
The truck is coming from north of Houston,” Burkett
said.

“That’s our man! He has
signed his own death warrant,” Eastman said. “Do you suppose he
stole the trucks from one crook and is selling them to the
other?”

“Sounds like the only
possible explanation,” Burkett said.

“The blood in the cab of
the truck. What do you make of that?” Eastman asked.

“I can tell you this,
Captain; someone died…No one can lose that much blood and live,”
Burkett replied.

“One of our suspects seems
to have disappeared. Maybe he didn’t leave town, maybe he left this
world. Now that possibly adds another murder to my list,” Eastman
stated sadly.

C3 - Too Much at Stake

Bonnie sat at the stop sign drumming her fingers on the
steering wheel. She didn’t like leaving with the situation being
what it was. The dogs were enjoying the ride standing in the back
seat; one large head out each side window. Bonnie sat for a minute.
Maybe there was an alternate place she could go without leaving her
ranch. She could go to Annie’s, but Cage was always there. The
cabin in the woods would be the perfect place to hide away. She
would go there and be on her own place. She should have thought of
the cabin before she left. Willy would have thought it to be a
perfect hideaway. The thought of not being able to care for the
animals made the decision for her. In an instant she turned the car
around and headed back to the ranch.

“McDonald, this country is
crawling with Texas Rangers,” Bart said leanedleaning against the
front fender of his police car lighting a smoke. “Follow me and I
will get us off the road. We can walk around to the back of the
barn. Let’s make this business quick. This road has been busy
today.” Bart got in his car and led the caravan of cars off the old
dirt road into a small meadow. The meadow was shielded from the
road by a forest of pines. “We can walk from here,” he said. After
making sure the cars were concealed, Bart led the men through the
woods until they came to the side of the barn. By the time they
reached the barn he had smoked three cigarettes. McDonald and
Smitty noticed how nervous he was and grinned at each other.
Arriving at the barn the men entered by a side entrance.

Willy lay sprawled on the earthen
floor of the barn; his chest and head covered with blood. He had
gone in and out of consciousness and at the moment he looked to be
dead. Bart stepped up to him with his hand on his gun. Taking one
look he assumed Willy to be dead and went over to inspect the truck
as if it was new to him. Walking around to the other side of the
truck he looked through the cracks on the house side. “No one seems
to be around. Let’s get this over with and burn the place down,”
Bart said.

McDonald stood over Willy with pure
hate in his eyes. “I wish you were alive so I could kill you
again,” he said.

“Mac, the load is intact.
We need to get this truck on the road,” Smitty said.

“That’s right, McDonald!
Get the truck out of here before someone shows up!” Bart
repeated.

McDonald responded, “Relax, Sheriff!
You are entirely too nervous. Paddy, you and Artie get the truck on
the road and don’t let this truck out of your sight.! You lose this
truck just go ahead and shoot yourself and save me the trouble. We
will catch up with you in a few hours.”

Two men swung the door open and the
truck ambled out of the barn and down the gravel road. “One of
McDonald’s men said, “Hey, Boss, this guy is breathing,! I don’t
think he is dead yet!”

Bart breached a shell in his rifle;
however, before he could bring his gun around, the voice of
McDonald stopped him.saying, “Back off, Sheriff! I will take care
of this.”

In the doorway someone said, “Quiet,!
I hear a car coming!”

“Close those doors quick,”
Bart said. They stood looking through a crack as a car pulled up in
front of the house. Bonnie got out and let the dogs run. Walking
over to the wall McDonald looked through the crack. “Well! Well! If
it’s not Bonnie and she is pregnant!” McDonald said under his
breath.

Bonnie walked in the front of the
house. She would go in the house and get a few things and head for
the cabin in the woods. Most of her belongings had already been
moved in anticipation of her family’s arrival.

“Smitty, go up there and
bring her back down here. I want her to watch when I pump another
slug into her husband.” Looking down at the comatose figure
McDonald said, “Hold on Willy. I want to shoot you. Don’t die and
steal the pleasure away from me.”

Bart paced the floor and watched
McDonald. “Kill them both and let’s get out of here before someone
else shows up,” Bart suggested pleadingly.

“Take it easy, Bart.! What
are you worried about? You are the law around here !” McDonald
snarled.

Moving to the other side of the barn
Bart sat on a bale of hay away from the mob men. His nerves were
shot, and he wanted to run.

Bonnie didn’t want to leave dirty
dishes in the sink and decided to clean up the kitchen before she
left. Putting on an apron she stood at the kitchen window. She
loved to look across the pasture when she was washing the dishes.
Suddenly Smitty’s face was in the window only inches from hers and
the fright was overwhelming. Letting out a piercing scream she
turned to run.

Smitty yelled, “You can run, but we
have Willy!” That stopped Bonnie cold. Turning she took her apron
off and laid it across a kitchen chair.

“Is he alright?” she
asked.

“You might as well come
out to the barn and say your goodbyes,” Smitty said
unapologetically. Motioning to her with his pistol the two left the
house. Pushing her along in front of him they entered the barn. Her
countenance fell when she saw Willy laying on the dirt floor in a
pool of blood. Paying McDonald no mind she hurried over and sat
down by Willy. Putting his head in her lap she saw that he was
alive. A glimmer of hope flooded her soul as she realized he was
still breathing.

“Tie her up and gag her,
Smitty. One of you get her car and drive it in here,” McDonald
ordered.
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Hell's
Burning…“I’m leaving for Huntsville now. I
will be there as soon as I can get there,” Eastman said. “I want
you to find the Bakers and bring them to the courthouse. They are
in grave danger! Don’t let them out of your sight! Has anyone seen
the chief?”

“Not since this morning,”
Cage said into the receiver.

“Well find him!” Eastman
ordered.

As Cage hung up the phone it began to
ring again. “Cage, this is Lightfoot. I was watching the Baker
ranch and an 18-wheeler just left. We need the highway patrol to
stop it! I believe there is contraband on it!”

“Chief, let the truck
alone. I just got off the phone with the captain. He said not to
follow or intercept the truck,” Cruise stated.

“How did you know about
the truck?” Lightfoot asked.

“Never mind just! Just get
out to the Baker’s and put them under house arrest until Mike and I
show up. They are in big time danger!” Cruise replied.

“I’m in their house right
now. I snuck in to use their telephone when I saw the truck leaving
the barn,” Chief Lightfoot stated.

“Jeez…Lightfoot you are in
the Baker’s house using their phone?” Cage questioned.

“Yes, Tenderfoot! This is
the only phone around. Their car is not here so I guess they are
gone. The doors to the barn swung open and then closed after the
truck left. I think there are still people in the barn. I’m going
to scout around like an Injun and see if I can see who is in there.
Oops, I got to go! Here comes the mail man.”

Cage was confused and
said, “What?…the mailman?…wait, Lightfoot! The captain said…” It
was too late. Lightfoot had hung up the phone.Laying on the dirt
floor Willy began to re-gain consciousness. The pain was dull, and
breathing was hard. He tried to focus his eyes; slowly he began to
remember being shot as he had opened the doors. He heard voices but
they seemed far away. Moving his head to the right he saw a pair of
shiny boots. A rifle barrel hung loosely down beside the boots. The
dream had come true. Slowly he tried to clear his foggy brain.
Voices came to him in his dream He couldn’t move his body but
turning his head he saw the wheels of Bonnie’s car. Looking under
the car he gasped as his eyes met hers. Laboring for each breath he
tried to form words with bloody lips. Bonnie lay bound and gagged
on the dirt floor of the barn watching him. Her body shook as tears
and fear welled up in her eyes. The sight of her laying on the
floor looking at him helped clear his mind. 'Lord, what have I done now? I have killed the only person I
have ever loved! All my manipulation has cost Bonnie her
life!’ he thought as he lost consciousness
again.

“McDonald, if you take
them out of here you will surely be stopped. This country is
crawling with Texas Rangers!” Bart said.

From behind McDonald a voice said,
“Boss, we got another problem. There are people up at the house
again." Walking around the car McDonald looked through the crack in
the wall. A U.S. postal truck had pulled up to the house and a
woman and man got out. It wasn’t long until a boy stepped out and
began to explore the yard.

“Hey, Boss, is the post
office delivering people now?” McDonald sighed and said, “I’m
surrounded by idiots.”

Bart looked around the barn and up in
the loft. He said, “McDonald, this place is half full of hay! Let’s
light it off and get out of here!”

McDonald walked back to Willy and
looked down at the unconscious figure and said, “Smitty, you and
Bart light it off before the kid comes sniffing around the barn.
Everybody else head back to the cars now!”

A line of men left the barn through
the side door making their way back through the woods where the
cars were located. Bart and Smitty piled bales of hay against the
doors and walls to make sure the barn went up quickly. Bart quickly
lit bales of hay around the barn. He knew how quick barn fires
could go up, and how the local farmers would rush to stop the
spread of a big fire. “Smitty, we need to get out of here fast! The
fire will attract every farmer from miles around!” he
said.

Willy regained consciousness and lay
watching Bonnie struggling to get free. Fear and despair were in
her eyes. Just like in his dreams, there was no hope of getting
loose. He tried to roll over, but it was no use. He was too weak.
Once the fires were lit, Bart waited at the side door for Smitty to
exit. Just before he left, he turned and looked back at Willy.
Their eyes locked and Willy knew those were the eyes in his dream.
This time the eyes were real, and he saw no mercy in those dull
grey eyes. Almost before they could get out of the barn, fire was
rising on all four walls. McDonald and his men ran down the trail
to get as much distance from the barn as they could.

“Boss, that is one big
barn! The fire will be seen for miles! We need to get out of here!”
one of McDonald’s men said.

McDonald replied, “As soon as Smitty
and Bart get here we leave!” In a few moments, the two men came
running down the trail. “Okay, Gentlemen! Let’s get out of Texas.
Bart, you will receive a nice surprise in the mail. I think you and
I need to rekindle a working relationship when this blows over.”
McDonald’s men loaded into the car and headed for the main
highway.

Bart headed for town to make an
appearance. His shoulders dropped from the stress. ‘That was
close!’ he thought.

The fire began to climb the walls all
around the building. The smoke was boiling and filling the
building. Unable to move, Willy thought of Bonnie laying on the
other side of the car.

‘OH GOD! NOT BONNIE! SAVE
HER!’ he prayed. Looking back at Bonnie he saw nothing but love in
her eyes. Their eyes locked one last time as the smoke thickened.
Willy’s eyes dimmed and he lay still.

Driving towards the Baker’s house Cage
said, “I don’t know what is burning up ahead, but it looks like the
whole world is on fire! It looks like the fire is coming from the
vicinity of the Bakers.” Cage drove up to the ranch house where
farmers were already assembling. The barn fire was so intense they
couldn’t get close. The sound of an explosion in the barn sent
showers of sparks through every crack in the barn as the car’s gas
tank exploded. Looking around, the rangers saw several farmers
trying to save what they could.

Seeing the rangers, Ben Wilkerson
moved over to where they were standing and said, “I really don’t
know what happened. It was standing when we drove up and the next
minute it all went up at once. I was able to move the tractor, but
the hay wagon was too close to the barn.”

“Try and keep everyone
back! It doesn’t look like there is much we can do except, keep it
from spreading,” Cage said. “Let’s take a look around. Mike, you go
around the front and I will go around the backside but make a wide
swing in case it collapses.”

Recent rains kept the fire from
spreading to the pasture and surrounding trees. On the far side of
the barn Mike came across a trail with fresh shoe prints. Cage soon
joined him and the two followed the trail back into the woods until
they came to a place where several cars had been parked.

“I hate to think of what
was in that barn,” Mike said. Without a word Cage, shook his
head.

Entering the yard Silas Delaune and
Ellis Cooper looked at the confused situation. They noticed the
rangers circling the burning barn. Getting everyone back from the
fire, Silas noticed the Wilkerson’s and introduced himself and
Ellis. “You must be Bonnie’s mother. The resemblance is easy to
see. We’ve been moving furniture to accommodate your arrival,” he
said.

“Where are my daughter and
her husband?” Ginny asked.

“They may be in town. I
hate they lost that barn. Does anyone know how it started?” Silas
asked.

“I don’t know, but all we
can do is let it burn itself out. If we put it out now, we will
just end up with a bigger mess to burn later,” a farmer
said.

“Hey! Boys, come over here
and make yourselves useful. Let’s unload the truck and get the
furniture in the house,” Silas said. With the neighbor’s help it
didn’t take long to get the truck unloaded.

Back in the woods Mike said, “Cage, I
don’t like the looks of this. Do you think this was set
intentionally?”

“Yes, and I’m afraid of
what we might find in the ashes. I wish Lightfoot would show up, we
need his help here,” Cage said. Burning timbers snapped and the
barn collapsed sending sparks skyward.

Bart watched a spectacular shower of
sparks through his windshield as he drove up to the Baker’s ranch.
He didn’t intend to stay long; just make an appearance. Coming back
from their walk around the barn, Cage and Mike noticed the
sheriff’s car sitting among all the local farmer’s trucks that had
responded to the fire.

“What brings the rangers
out to investigate a barn fire?” Bart asked as they walked
up.

“We were out this way,
Sheriff and saw the smoke. It’s quite a fire and no one seems to
know how it started,” Cage said.

“It’s a good thing we
don’t have a wind today or it may have got up in the pines. It’s
not unusual to see a barn fire around here. I have never seen one
that big burn,” Bart said as he walked away from the two
rangers.

“So that is the famous
Sheriff Bart Wells,” Mike said. Cage did not answer but stood
intently looking at the barn. Fear of what they may find in the
ashes gripped his soul.

C4 - Back to the Valley

Marvin West opened the passenger side of Buford’s old truck
and walked up on his front porch. “Where’s my wife? She should be
here! I’ve been gone for two years and nobody is here to welcome me
home. Not even the hogs!” he yelled.

Across the creek smoke rose lazily
from the smokehouse, representing the only movement around the
house. Buford walked up behind his brother and said, “The young hog
is in the smoke house, Marvin. Now what we going to do about
Odell?”

“Where’s Rayford?” barked
Marvin.

“Back at the still. We got
it up and running and selling every drop we make. Rayford got a new
recipe off the wall in Sonny’s jail. It’s the best shine we’ve ever
made. We figured you would want to celebrate your homecoming,”
Buford said.

“Well, I’m home! You want
to tell me where my wife is?” growled Marvin.

“She left with Christine
and Sonny yesterday morning. She said, ‘Tell Marvin I’m making a
change,’” Buford said.

Marvin simmered for a few minutes.
“You let that law man walk around here like he’s family. You got a
shine recipe off the wall in his jail. What’s going on here? The
next thing I know you boys are going to church with Christine and
Sheriff Green! This will never be! I will deal with all three of
them later!” Marvin said.

“Marvin, Green is not the
sheriff anymore. There is a new sheriff in Huntsville. Guess who it
is?” Buford asked.

“Okay, who is the new
sheriff and where has my son-in-law taken my family?” Marvin
asked.

“Sonny has taken a job as
sheriff of a small town out in the hill country. Christine and
Thelma are with him. The new sheriff is Bart Wells. Remember him?
He ran shine for us a few years back,” Buford stated.

“Next question, what have
you found out about Snake?” Marvin asked.

“Marvin, did you hear me?
The new sheriff is none other than Bart Wells. How about that for a
sheriff? All right, Snake disappeared. He double-crossed the mob
and they are after him. He sent us a message that he wanted to
talk. He said that he didn’t kill Odell. He said he would be in
touch,” Buford replied.

“Snake is a lying dog! Do
you really believe that a man who is stupid enough to double-cross
Southern Crest is telling you the truth?” Marvin asked.

“We need to hear him out.
Besides he has 200 thousand dollars hid out somewhere. I heard from
our sources in Houston that Albert Swift was looking for Snake, so
Rayford and me, we just backed off,” Buford said.

“You numbskulls! Elmer
Hayes had two hundred thousand dollars in his possession. You
telling me you backed off?” Marvin yelled.

Buford began to chuckle, and Marvin
turned red. Marvin asked, “What do you know you haven’t told me,
Buford?

Moving over to a stump Buford sat down
and sipped clear liquid from the fruit jar in his hand then said,
“Listen, Brother! You told me we were the thinkers in this family.
That is what I have been a doin’. Snake went back to the place
where he was from. He and the sheriff were friends growing up. He
paid the sheriff a bunch of money to declare him dead and then he
hightailed it out to the pine country. Now if he killed Odell,
would he be a-coming out here to get us to hide him? He is willing
to split the money and give us the man what killed Odell. As a
matter-of-fact, he will prove the man killed Odell and then kill
him for us. I’ve got this figured, Brother. How’s that for using my
noggin? I’m on top of this just like when you were here. Now you
want a jar of Rayford’s shine?”
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Across Texas, Earl Kaminski sat on a
shaded park bench in La Fuerte, Texas, watching a group of children
playing in the park. He had taken to using a variety of disguises
to alter his appearance. “Hello, Sonny,” Earl said as Sonny Green
made his way through the park.

“Is that you, Mr.
Kaminski? I recognize the voice, but the person is not the man I
knew back in Huntsville!” Sonny said amazed.

“It’s me,” Kaminski said.
“I have decided to investigate some new avenues for Hamilton
International’s security. Being able to change one’s identity and
appearance just might be a real addition to the company’s security.
The reason I asked you here is to let you know it seems that the
situation has taken a turn for the better. Drew Hamilton’s problems
have been resolved. He and his daughter are no longer at risk.
However, just in case we need your services in the future, Drew
sent you a nice check to show our appreciation. There is one other
thing I would suggest you do, post-haste,” Earl said.

“I figured you had a
reason to meet me here. I came all this way because you beckoned
me. There must be something I’m not seeing. Can you elaborate on
what this is all about?” Sonny asked.

Kaminski stood from the park bench and
looked around the park. He then spoke, “Mr. Green, La Fuerte is a
perfect town to raise a family don’t you think? Just yesterday the
local sheriff quit his job and left town. There was no experienced
deputy, and no one wanted to take his place. I took the liberty of
recommending you to the local city council. They, by the way, were
very interested in you and will be contacting you
immediately.”

Sonny looked along the main street
that moved into the center of town and considered what Earl had
said. “Alright, Earl! There must be something else you have on your
mind after bringing me all this way!” Sonny stated.

“There is! My security
personnel have been trying to bring all the loose ends together and
find Snake. Our investigation led us here. To be more specific, to
a house that belongs to an old doctor that died about a year ago.
Inside the home my investigators found the body of a man. The local
sheriff was summoned. That all happened a week ago. The body was
disfigured but the sheriff positively identified the body as one
Elmer Hayes, the son of the dead doctor. Between you and me, it
appears someone has made the sheriff a much wealthier man and he
retired and went on his way sudden like,” Earl said.

“According to one of our
security boys who has seen Elmer Hayes, the tattoos on this body
didn’t look the same as the ones he remembered when he saw Hayes
years ago. The wayward boy had chosen the baser road through life
which brought him to an untimely end or so we think. It appears the
person had committed suicide. My people don’t believe it. In any
case, no one wants the home of Dr. Samuel Hayes, be it superstition
or whatever. Anyway, one could get a good deal on the property if
they wanted it,” Kaminski said.

“Kaminski, I suppose this
house would already be on a retainer pending a sell…to me?” Sonny
said.

“Sonny, it would be in our
best interest to have you here in La Fuerte,” Earl stated.“So, if
this is not Snake, who is the dead man?” Sonny asked.

“We don’t know. We are
hoping you might solve the puzzle and find the real Snake and
discover who his dead double is. Unknown to anyone here in town,
the real Elmer Hayes disappeared with two hundred thousand dollars
of Hamilton International’s money. The house is a nice three-story
home. Finder’s fee would be at least fifty percent,” Kaminski
said

“Kaminski, I like the way
you operate. I know a con job when I’m being conned. Your boss
wants me here to help your security folks. I also like the
particular make-up you are wearing. You look exactly like Lincoln,
except you are a foot too short. So why did you pick Abe Lincoln to
impersonate today?” Sonny asked.

C5 - It’s Written in the Code Book

Smitty pushed the door closed and left at a fast run. He had
had enough of Texas for a while. Behind him in the barn suddenly
the false floor burst open! Standing in the trench almost up to his
chest was Ranger Lightfoot. With quick strokes, he cut the cords
that held Bonnie and removed her gag. “Willy’s on the other side of
the car,” she shouted.

“Get down in the ditch! I
will get him!” His words came too late. Bonnie was crawling around
the car to stay below the smoke and by the time Lightfoot got to
her she was pulling on Willy’s arm. Choking from the thick smoke,
the two of them pulled Willy around to the hole in the floor.
Coughing and gasping for breath Lightfoot pulled him into the
tunnel behind him. In just a few seconds the fire had become an
inferno. Burning hay floated around in a swirling motion in a heat
generated twister. Air being sucked through the holes in the walls
made a wailing sound in the middle of the barn. The only relief
from the increasing heat was the cool air in the tunnel. The air
cooled them as it was sucked through the tunnel into the barn.
Bonnie crawled down the gully first with the chief dragging Willy’s
limp body behind him. The vines and foliage above them began to
snap and crackle as they withered and burst into flames. Willy was
a large man but fortunately the pull was downhill, and Lightfoot
was able to handle the heavy load dragging him by the back of his
shirt collar. The gully dumped into a dry creek bed and Lightfoot
fell against the bank exhausted. Shielded from the heat by the high
bank of the creek bed, Bonnie crawled over to her unconscious
husband.

“He’s still alive!” she
cried with joy. “There’s a cabin back there in the woods,” Bonnie
pointed back down the gully and said, “It’s a far walk from here.
Can you get him back there?”

“I don’t think I have a
choice; lead the way,” the chief said. After several stops
Lightfoot finally carried the unconscious Willy to the cabin and
placed him on the bed. Drenched with sweat and exhausted, he
slumped to the floor while Bonnie ran for a bucket of cold water
from the well. The flames from the fire could be seen for miles
around. A white pillar of smoke from burning hay covered the sky
and lingered over the countryside.

“Is he still alive?” she
asked.

“I don’t know! Give me the
water and ladle,” Lightfoot directed.

Bonnie looked at the bloody shirt and
said, “Ranger, we must get him help!”

“I am way ahead of you! I
have to leave you while I go for help. A doctor is the only chance
he has. Will you be ok while I’m gone?” Chief Lightfoot
asked.

“Don’t worry about me,
just get the doctor as fast as you can!” Bonnie said.

One hour later the old engine in Dr.
Mueller’s car strained to get more speed. “Lightfoot, it won’t do
Mr. Baker any good if you kill us trying to get me to him!” Doc
said.

“Doc, this car is a real
dog. Don’t you ever drive it over forty miles an hour?” Lightfoot
asked.

“Forty is plenty fast for
me at my age!” Mueller said.

Sitting on the passenger side of the
car, Doc Mueller had his feet firmly planted on the floor board and
a tight grip on the medical bag in his lap.

“Doc, hold on! I don’t
want to go by that bunch at the fire. I’m going to take a short
cut!” Making a sharp turn sent a hubcap sailing out through the
trees.

“This is a fire lane,
Lightfoot, not a road! slow this thing down!” Doc said.

“Keep your shirt on, Doc.
This lane leads to the east side of the property. You need to put
your hub caps on tighter. We just lost one,” Lightfoot
said.

“Watch that cow! She looks
like she…wow! That was close. She just lost a few inches off her
fly swatter,” Doc said. A few minutes later they parked the car and
walked through the woods to the cabin. Inside, Bonnie sat next to
Willy bathing his face with a damp cloth and encouraging
him.

Doc quickly assessed the situation and
said, “Okay, Young Lady, bring me another lamp and then I need you
and the chief out of here so I can examine him.” Walking outside to
get a breath of air, Bonnie wiped the tears from her
eyes.

“You saved us from a
horrible death,” Bonnie said.

“Just another service of
the Texas Rangers. It’s written right in the codebook,” Lightfoot
said with a grin.

“Who was in the barn?” he
asked.

“The men I knew were
mobsters named McDonald and Smitty. I don’t know the rest of the
men,” Bonnie replied.

“Was the sheriff in the
barn?” Lightfoot asked.

“I don’t know, I didn’t
see anyone after I saw Willy laying on the floor…. right now, I
just can’t believe we are alive!” Bonnie responded.

“You didn’t hear the
sheriff’s voice or any other voice you would recognize?” the chief
asked.

“Sorry, but I was a mess
when I came in and saw Willy laying there,” Bonnie admitted. “How
did you find us in the barn?”

“I was snooping around the
place and found cars parked in the woods and followed their tracks
to the barn. I saw a big truck leave and snuck in your house to use
the phone. I’m glad I got back to the barn when I did. Another five
minutes and it would have been too late. I found the gully when I
was circling around the barn trying to get close enough to hear
what was going on inside. Seeing no other way to get close to the
barn, I crawled up the gully under the blackberry vines, just in
time, I might add. From under the floor I didn’t get any of the
conversation and I couldn’t see anyone. I smelled the smoke almost
instantly. Right now, you two are safe but if they find out you are
alive, that will change. My captain is on his way from Austin. He
should be here before dark. I need to go and collect a couple of
young rangers. I will be back as soon as I can,” Lightfoot
said.

“Ranger Lightfoot, I
believe my parents are up at the house. I don’t want to see them
yet. Get Annie to settle them in and tell them we are away for the
weekend,” Bonnie said.

“This cabin is as good a
place as any for you right now. We will get your family settled. I
will be back before the captain gets here!” Lightfoot walked back
through the woods to the house unnoticed. Walking up behind Mike,
he asked, “Where is Cage?”

Startled, Mike Walker turned and
looked at Lightfoot. He said, “Man, how in the world did you get so
dirty? We’ve been looking for you. Where have you been? Cage and I
have a bad feeling about this fire!”

“You ask too many
questions. You and Cage might try and get dirty once in a while,”
Lightfoot brushed the dirt and sand off his uniform and continued
to talk, “The intended victims are still alive. Bonnie is
okay…Willy has been shot and I don’t think he will make it. He may
have died by now. Where is the other half of the junior
rangers?”

“Cage is at the horse pen
behind the house with Annie,” Mike replied.

“Go round him up. We need
to talk. Keep what I told you quiet,” Lightfoot
requested.

Deciding he had spent enough time at
the fire, Bart eased his car up alongside Lightfoot. “Ranger
Lightfoot, what brings you out this way?” Bart asked.

“I’m out here collecting a
junior ranger that has a gal out this way. Like everyone else, I
just followed the pillar of smoke in the sky. That is one
spectacular fire,” Lightfoot said.

Bart accepted the explanation and
acknowledged Annie with a hand to the brim of his hat. “Have you
seen the folks that live here?” Bart asked.

“I haven’t seen Bonnie
since early this morning. They spend the weekends in Bryan
sometimes, taking in a movie and shopping,” Annie said.

“I don’t see there is much
I can do out here. When they show up, have them give me a call,”
With that said, Bart headed back to town.

“Listen you three. I
pulled the Bakers out of that barn after the mob had set it on
fire. They are in the cabin back there in the woods. Willy has been
shot. Bonnie is okay. Annie, you get Bonnie’s family settled. Tell
them the Bakers are in Bryan for the weekend and I will send Cage
back to get you after this crowd disperses,” Lightfoot
said.

The four watched Bart driving down the
dirt road headed for town. “Bonnie can’t identify him as one of the
men in the barn, but I would bet my next paycheck he was there,”
Lightfoot said.

“He was there. He smelled
of smoke when he drove up,” Cage said.

“I haven’t time to explain
now. We still have to sort this mess out. No one knows the
whereabouts of the Bakers and no one must know,” Lightfoot
said.

Annie gasps, “They were going to burn
them alive?”

“Yes, that is about the
truth of the matter. Annie, inform Bonnie’s family and get them
settled, so they won’t expect them home tonight,” said
Lightfoot.

Doc washed his hands in the basin and
drying his hands on a clean towel moved to stand by the rangers.
Doc stated sadly, “Well, I had no choice. I opened him up right
here in the cabin. If I had waited any longer, he would be dead by
now. He’s hanging on. I have done all that is medically possible.
The rest is in the Lord’s hands. If he makes the next three days,
he has a chance.”

“Doc, you think he will
make it?” Lightfoot asked.

“Lightfoot, I will be
surprised if he makes it three more hours much less three days. His
chances are slim to none. He was shot early this morning plus when
he fell, he hit his head hard,” Dr. Mueller said. “It was a
long-range shot…had it been at close range he would be dead. Here
is the bullet. If you find the casing you will have it
all.”

Bonnie walked out of the cabin to join
the men and asked, “Do you rangers need to talk to me?”

“Bonnie, can you tell us
where he was laying when you found him?” Mike asked.

“There was a bloody spot
by the barn door, and it looked as if he had been dragged into the
interior of the barn before I was brought in,” she said.

“There is a hill across
the road from where the barn stood. Let’s check it out, Mike. We
will need some flashlights; it is getting dark,” Cage said. Fire
light from the burning barn lit up the hillside giving them light
to make the long upward climb. The hill gave a downward trajectory
for a long shot and a group of trees gave the only good place to
observe what was going on at the ranch with binoculars.

“If I was going to sit up
here and watch this place, I would settle in those trees over
there,” Mike said. Cage and Mike climbed their way across the hill
side looking around the scene.

“That would be one
long-range shot. I don’t think it would be possible,” Cage
said.

Standing in the dim light of the
cabin, Doc Mueller said, “Lightfoot, I need to get back to town.
You better tell me what is going on! This man is probably going to
die from a very serious wound and that makes another killed in this
area in just a few months. I suspect the heat is on your captain
and this will fuel the fire.”

Taking Doc’s pipe and tobacco from his
front pocket, Lightfoot packed the bowl and stuck it in doc’s
mouth. Lighting a match, he held the flame above the tobacco as Doc
puffed on the pipe. Their eyes met through the smoke and Lightfoot
said, “Sawbones, you are about to become privy to some highly
classified information as we military types say. Come on. I will
walk you back to your car and fill you in. I would drive you back,
but I need to be here.”

“Chief, you took away
fifteen years of my life coming out here. I will drive myself back
and you owe me a hubcap!” Doc said with a grin.

Guiding the doctor through the night
with a flashlight, Lightfoot explained what happened in the barn
and let the doc know what he needed to be quiet about. When they
reached the car the chief asked, “Doc, does Baker have a chance at
all?”

Doc responded grimly, “I would say no.
Baker has one of the worst concussions I have seen in my practice
and if that is not bad enough the bullet in his chest did a lot of
damage. I repaired what I could without proper light or
instruments. If I had gotten to him sooner, he might have made it.
After laying in the barn with the slug in him for hours, the only
chance he has now is divine intervention…. He will not last through
the night.”

“Thanks, Doc. Be careful
going back. Your car should run better since I blew the soot out of
it,” the chief stated as he patted the doc’s car.

“You owe me a new engine
you crazy Comanche!” Doc said.

Lightfoot chuckled. There was nothing
he enjoyed better than teasing this fine old man whom he admired
greatly.

Willy Baker’s breathing was ragged.
Occasionally his breathing seemed to get so shallow Bonnie thought
he was gone. She would wipe his face with a cold damp towel and
encourage him to hang on. Annie stood behind her with tears in her
eyes. The chief made his way back to the cabin and Annie stepped
out of the room wiping her eyes. “Ranger Lightfoot, I have her
parents settled in. The boy has taken up with the dogs and there
isn’t a happier boy in Texas,” Annie said.

“Doc said it wouldn’t help
to move him to a hospital. He wouldn’t survive the trip. If anyone
finds out they are alive, they might not survive anyway,” Lightfoot
said.

“This cabin was the
perfect place to bring them. Bonnie will need all the support you
can give her. We have to explain to her parents sooner or later,
but what will we tell them? I can’t imagine someone wanting to kill
them in such a manner. How wicked can a person be?” Annie
asked.

“Well, what we have found
out about him is encouraging. If he dies, we will be left with a
lot of unanswered questions,” Lightfoot said.

Sitting in the dim light, Bonnie held
Willy’s hand. Dark shadows circled his eyes and his skin was pale.
Outside, Cage and Mike returned carrying a bullet casing on the end
of a pencil.

“It would be nice to lift
a finger print from this,” Mike said.

“Chief, the shooter that
fired that shot is the best I have ever seen. I would never have
thought a shot could have been possible from that distance. I doubt
Baker ever heard the shot that struck him!” Cage stated.

Looking at the brass casing, Lightfoot
said, “One of you must take that shell and casing to Austin. Get it
in the crime lab and check it for prints and against any other
shootings in Texas for a match.”

Cage and Mike looked at each other.
Pulling out a coin Cage said while flipping it in the air, “Heads I
win, tails you lose, Mike.”

Lightfoot caught the coin in midair.
“Okay, one of you call it, heads or tails.” Not getting a response
from either one, Lightfoot said, “Mike, if it's heads you go and if
it's tails Cage will go.” Laying the coin on his wrist he exposed
the coin to show a head. “Mike, if you hurry you can be there by
first light.”
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Daylight the next morning the big
truck pulled into the truck stop on route fifty-five in Jackson,
Mississippi. Somewhere behind was a car containing McDonald’s men.
Getting out of the car they stretched and began to complain about
the remaining miles to go.

“Quit complaining. His is
where we turn north for Chicago. Paddy, go in the restaurant and
get us food. I will stay with the truck. McDonald can’t be too far
behind. Val, you get up in the truck and we will stay back here. If
Mac don’t show up soon, we will leave.” An hour passed before
McDonald's Buick pulled in to the truck stop followed by two other
cars.

“Gentlemen, it is time to
get back to Chicago,” McDonald said.“We still headed for our
warehouse on the east side?” Smitty asked.

“Let’s change things up a
little, Boys, just in case the late Willy Baker’s ghost has
something planned for us. I don’t want a surprise like that
stinking LaSalle found in his warehouse,” McDonald said.

C6 - A Time of Despair

Pre-dawn light brought a low fog over the country side. Smoke
drifted across the fields on a light morning breeze from where the
barn had stood. Occasional gusts of wind would send sparks skyward
and regenerate the smoldering pile causing small whirlwinds to lift
the white ashes like ghosts dancing across the hot
embers.

The ranch hands, Silas and Ellis, had
come early to eliminate as much of the charred wood as possible.
Walking around the fire they rekindled it with the remains of walls
and burnable debris that lay about. Their efforts would eliminate
anything burnable; leaving only nails, tin and metal farm
implements that would have to be disposed of. The barn was one long
and wide smoldering pile of hay and tin. A large pile on the east
side of the barn slowly began to take an odd shape. As the wood
burned, the skeletal remains of the Baker’s car began to emerge.
Silas stood petrified at what he saw. Slowly he looked over at
Ellis who had caught the sight at the same time. Raising his hand,
Silas signaled for Ellis to meet him around on the east side where
they could get a better look. Glancing around to make sure they
were alone, Ellis wiped his sweaty face with the tail of his
shirt.

“Silas, is that what I
think it is?” Ellis asked.

“Ellis, we may now know
where the Bakers have gotten off to,” Silas said. “Put our tool box
over there by that old oak and let’s take a ride.”

“Where are we going?”
asked Ellis.

“I don’t know what to do
except maybe go to town and find Cage, or at the least go see Doc
Mueller,” Silas stated.

A hundred yards away Ben Wilkerson
stood on the back porch surveying the country side and liked what
he saw. The fields were green from the recent rains and the cows
were fat. Down where the barn had stood a couple of men were
getting in an old pickup and headed down the dirt road. The fire
was burning high again, rekindled with wood they had thrown into
the ashes. The barn was a terrible loss and the auto in the rubble
looked to be a recent model. Shrugging it off, he went back in the
house where Ginny was frying up bacon and eggs. “We couldn’t see it
yesterday but there is a car in the ashes of the barn,” Ben said as
he entered the kitchen. “I’m really getting worried about Bonnie
and her husband!”

Turning from the stove Ginny said,
“Her letters all seem as if they are doing well. Don’t worry! They
will be showing up sometime this weekend.” Ginny could see the
remains of the barn from the kitchen window and her voice had a
hint of uneasiness. She too had spotted the car in the
embers.

Stepping back on the porch, Ben
surveyed the ranch. This place is a dream come true. Most people
these days were leaving the farms for the good paying jobs in the
city. He had done the same thing, which had been a big mistake for
him. Looking for an easier life, he had left the bac- breaking work
the farm required for the high paying jobs in the city. After the
hardships of the last two years, the ranch work would be a dose of
medicine.

“Come eat, Dear. Breakfast
is ready,” Ginny said.

Ben’s eyes kept drifting out the
kitchen window to the burning pile with the car in the middle. He
kept shaking it off, but he had a bad feeling about that car. After
breakfast he stepped from the porch and scooped up a handful of
earth; it was good soil. “Ginny, I think I will have a look
around,” he said.

“Ok. After I get the house
work done, I want to take a walk with you,” Susie and her pup lay
on the back porch and Ben patted her head as he stepped into the
yard. Looking across the pastures he noticed a lone figure headed
across the field. The dogs noticed the figure and trotted off in
that direction. They evidently knew the man, because they were in
no big hurry. Ben thought, ‘Where would he
be headed this early in the morning crossing my daughter’s
pasture?’ Looking in the direction the man
was headed, Ben made out the faint trail of smoke lifting from the
trees. There must be a cabin in the woods he reasoned. The dogs
made their way down a well-worn trail in that direction. Curiosity
got the best of Ben and he headed out after the dogs.
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A Time of
Despair...The sound of cows and the
chirping of birds filled the morning air for the weary people
gathered at the cabin. The quiet mornings on the ranch had always
brought Bonnie peace, but not this morning. This morning brought
more grief and a sense of despair. Willy’s condition had not
improved. He still lingered near death, the prognosis was not good.
The violence of the previous day had shattered her hopes and
dreams. She had not recognized the depth of wickedness in people
before now. Annie stepped out of the cabin with a tray of steaming
coffee cups and walked up to the men standing around, in time to
hear the Comanche Ranger say, “So what is our plan of action,
Captain”?

Daniel took a cup of coffee and
thought for a minute then said, “Chief, we have two eyewitnesses to
attempted murder. We must not let word get out they are alive.
Baker cannot be moved and until his situation improves all we can
do is play the quiet game. If the sheriff was in the barn, Baker is
the only one who can place him there. In the mean time we will try
and sort out the events of yesterday and see what evidence we have.
Bonnie is our star witness, but she has no idea as to what was
going on with her husband. If she did, we couldn’t make her testify
against him. Her testimony can put the mobster on the hot seat for
attempted murder at least. I intend to relay the information to
Burkett and the feds can take care of McDonald and his
men!”

“Maybe a print on the
shell casing will tell us who shot Baker,” Cage said.

“Let’s keep them
sequestered out here and keep digging; something will turn up,”
Lightfoot said.

Walking along the trail in the woods,
Ben Wilkerson heard the voices long before he saw anyone. Suddenly
the trail opened into a clearing in front of the cabin. The sound
of a woman’s voice stopped him. He knew that voice even after all
these years. A dark-haired woman stood in front of a cabin talking
with several men. Stepping into the clearing he saw her standing
there. All these years the image he carried in his mind of her had
been different. Before him was a mature woman in a plain cotton
dress. She was wholesome and beautiful, with none of the trappings
of the world he had imagined would be present. The conversation
stopped and all eyes turned to him. Every man in the clearing had a
badge and a gun. Ben stood in utter astonishment as he fully
realized it was his Bonnie. His lips silently mouthed her name.
Years had changed her; she was grown. The scene became awkward as
she turned and recognized her father standing frozen in place.
“Daddy!” Was all she could say.

Feeling awkward, the rangers looked
for a place to move away from the scene before them. Ben Wilkerson
removed his hat as tears flooded his eyes. Years of anguish fell
from his shoulders. Bonnie rushed into his arms and all the
bitterness, anger and hurt turned back to love as they hugged each
other. Nothing can be said when in a moment of time all is forgiven
and becomes new. There are no words to express the happiness
freedom brings from the silent years.

“A fine Comanche you are,
Chief…an elephant could have walked in here and you would have
never heard him. You are a disgrace to your heritage,” Cage
whispered.

“Well, I admit I was
somewhat tired from all the people-saving and hero work I did
yesterday,” Lightfoot said.

“It looks like we have
some explaining to do,” Cage said

“Exactly what do we
explain? We don’t know what is going on!” Daniel said. The three
rangers had walked away from the clearing and stood in the shade of
a towering bull pine.

Lightfoot stated, “Facts…we have an
attempted double murder we can pin on a mobster from Chicago. A
couple of people dead at a cemetery with no clues. We have a
suspect in a possible hijacking missing and possibly dead. Stolen
trucks filled with stolen goods from around the world. The only one
that can put this puzzle together is laying in the cabin with a
bullet hole in his chest. It’s highly likely he will take the
answers to his grave.” Shaking his head, the chief went to get a
refill in his coffee cup.
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Two Little Too
Late...Jesse Rash handed the paper to Amy,
his face a mask of worry. “The papers say a young man by the name
of Thomas Taylor is missing. He’s only nineteen years old. The
police think there has been foul play involved. Amy if that boy is
dead…I’ll never forgive myself!” Jesse said. “When Ed started
building shine cars Judd didn’t tell me the driver was so young.
Then when loads were being delivered, I turned a blind eye to the
young Shine Ghost who could get the job done. He was making Judd
and I a fortune. Then one day I came to realize the ghost was a boy
that had never held a razor to his face.”

“Jesse. everything we do
has consequences. John and I tried to tell you that,” Amy
said.

“Well, Girl, what I made
out of Harlan Williams is not at all what your father had in mind.
Instead of being your protector, I used the new identity to walk on
the dark side. Thinking…or I should say…reasoning, the new identity
had nothing to do with Jesse Rash. The names were different but the
soul is one in the same. I turned greedy and was fooling myself. If
that kid is dead the consequences falls back on me. Living a
fantasy under another identity,” Jesse said shaking his
head.

Amy looked at the grief stricken face
of her husband and muttered, “The Shine Ghost was Judd’s
creation.”

“Yes, he was but we were
too late! Willy and I were trying to formulate a plan to get Thomas
Taylor clear of the whole mess. Back when I realized the kid was
taking dangerous steps, I had Judd hire a second driver. His name
was Bart Wells but he couldn’t drive like the kid and Judd finally
quit using him. Wells is now the town sheriff. Speculations in the
paper say Willy Baker and his wife…whom I didn’t even know he
had…may have been burned alive in a barn fire by the Chicago mob!”
Jesse said.

C7 - The Depth of Wickedness

Summer had been wet and that means good hay and an extra cut
for baling. By the end of summer, the hay was baled and in the
barns. Ranchers, who were usually trimming down the herds this time
of year, were able to keep young stock months longer, producing
fatter cattle and better prices. All was not well in Huntsville. A
rumor was going around that the new couple out on the Water’s place
had been murdered and their ashes were mingled among what was left
of their hay barn. The crumpled remains of their car sat among the
ashes. like a carcass in the Sahara. Worst of all, the raven-haired
beauty was known to be pregnant.! The fact that two men had been
slain in a cemetery just down the road from their ranch made the
possibility a lot more believable. The news media had become the
source of fables, repeating mindless superstitions and half-truths.
The more bizarre the headlines the more papers sold.
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Jesse Rash handed the paper to Amy,
his face a mask of worry. “The papers say a young man by the name
of Thomas Taylor is missing. He’s only nineteen years old. The
police think there has been foul play involved. Amy, if that boy is
dead…I’ll never forgive myself!” Jesse said. “When Ed, the auto
repair shop owner, started building shine cars, Judd didn’t tell me
the driver was so young. Then when loads were being delivered, I
turned a blind eye to the young Shine Ghost who could get the job
done. He was making Judd and I a fortune. Then one day I came to
realize the Ghost was a boy that had never held a razor to his
face.”

“Jesse, everything we do
has consequences. John and I tried to tell you that,” Amy
said.

“Well, Girl, what I made
out of Harlan Williams is not at all what your father had in mind.
Instead of being your protector, I used the new identity to walk on
the dark side. Thinking…or I should say…reasoning, the new identity
had nothing to do with Jesse Rash. The names were different, but
the soul is one in the same. I turned greedy and was fooling
myself. If that kid is dead, the consequences fall back on me. I
was living a fantasy under another identity,” Jesse said shaking
his head.

Amy looked at the grief-stricken face
of her husband and muttered, “The Shine Ghost was Judd’s
creation.”

“Yes, he was. Willy and I
were trying to formulate a plan to get Thomas Taylor clear of the
whole mess, but we were too late! Back when I realized the kid was
taking dangerous steps, I had Judd hire a second driver. His name
was Bart Wells, but he couldn’t drive like the kid and Judd finally
quit using him. Wells is now the town sheriff. Speculations in the
paper say Willy Baker and his wife…whom I didn’t even know he
had…may have been burned alive in a barn fire by the Chicago mob!”
Jesse said.
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Judd sat on his front
porch thumbing through the Bryan, Texas, paper. Scanning each
headline, he looked for a report of a shooting but other than small
stories of weddings and new births nothing else was mentioned.
Rubbing his stubble of a beard he considered his next move.
‘I know he was hit and hit hard,’
he thought. It was time he found out what had
happened. He thought about the rifle Bart had given him. This was a
setup without question. Bart must have used it the night he took
out the ranger. Now he would see what the rangers did with the
shell casing he had left at the scene. His prints were not on the
shell casing, but someone’s was. This was no ordinary rifle and he
knew the rangers could trace it easily back to Bart. All he had to
do was place the rifle where the rangers could find it. If things
got hot, he would plant the rifle on Bart someway. It was dangerous
to keep it, but against his better judgement he kept it in a safe
place.

It was good to be back home. His dead
brother’s wife sure could cook and her coffee was always perfect.
He couldn’t see what she had seen in that boob of a brother of his.
The front lane of his ranch house was shaded by trees on each side.
It was long and added much to the appearance of the place. A dark
sedan turned in and came up the lane. There were two men seated in
the car. They didn’t have the facial appearances of law men, so
what did they want?

“Good mornin’, Sir. Might
you be Judd Smith?” one man asked.

Judd replied, “I’m Smith, so what can
I do for you men?”

“We represent a man from
Chicago who ask dat we be making contact wit’ you,” Jock Birdie
Stein said.

“Chicago …well from your
accent I take it you are not from Chicago or Texas and I didn’t get
your names!” Judd said. Thinking of his sister-in-law, he added,
“If you gentlemen will follow me, I need to walk out to the
corral.” Judd had purchased a fine colt and the three leaned over
the fence looking at the horse.

“Now dat’ be a fine
animal…I bet he some kina fast,” Grey Jack Mahoney said.

“Mr. Smith, let me do some
introducin’. We are from New Orleans. Occasional, we do some
business for peoples up Chicago way. Dat gen-man’ there be Jack
Mahoney, mostly known as Grey Jack. Yours truly be Jock Stein but
most peoples just call me Birdie. Our business usual be of a
unpleasant nature dat folk need to address from time to time,”
Stein said.

“So, who in Chicago knows
me and needs my assistance?” Judd inquired.

“I’m of the thankin’ that
you yo-self is not known by Gino LaSalle, who has retained us. You
were recommended as a contact for us as a helpful fellow. Mr.
LaSalle is a generous fella and is willin’ to pay well for helpful
information. This type of business is unpleasant but always need
somethin’ addressed,” Birdie stated.

“I was recommended by
someone to LaSalle?” Judd asked.

“Mr. LaSalle did not give
us any mo’ information dan dat. So as to keepin’ things in
confident, don’ ya see,” Stein said.

“Okay, what information
are you seeking and how much is Chicago willing to pay for it?”
Judd asked.

Birdie continued, “A couple of LaSalle
men came down to Texas on vacation and got themselves killed in the
Houston ship channel. This be a while ago so you might not remember
reading it in the papers. One was LaSalle’s kin folk by the name
Alvin LaSalle. Folk call him the Stump. His sidekick wuz BB
Crawford, the Albino.”

“I read about them in the
papers. I think the world is a better place with them dead,” Judd
said.

The two grinned at each other and
Birdie said, “We thinkin’ you right. Probably a hunred’ fella would
be glad to tag dem’ two for free. LaSalle, he look at it as a
personal assault on his authority…you know what I mean? Word is
dem’ boys tried to hijack a load of shine from the Shine Ghost
himself. Now dat ole’ ghost having a reputation what make LaSalle
look some kina bad!”

“So, you boys want to know
who the Shine Ghost is? LaSalle is willing to pay big bucks for the
information. Well, according to the papers LaSalle is in deep water
having every lawyer in Chicago now working for him. What makes you
think the hit is still good?” asked Judd.

“De’ contract was let
lawng before LaSalle don’ troubled up. We lookin’ at a sizable sum
and dat’ information is what we be needin,’ Birdie
replied.

Judd studied the pair for a few
minutes then said, “I have the information you are looking for.
There is more money on this ghost character than what you
realize.”

“I’m not following you too
much, Sha? What zactly you be a sayin?” Birdie asked.

Judd tried to explain to the two,
“This fellow you call the Ghost is also wanted by McDonald which
would mean both sides of the mob in Chicago are ready to pay you
big bucks for him. The mob families are not speaking, so neither
one knows their hit is the same man. You could double your money
for the same guy. I, of course, hold the information. You
understand what I mean?”

“Well, Sha…if the
information come quick, we will give you a thousan’ now and a
thousan’ after we identify the hit,” Birdie said.

Judd grinned and said, “There is ten
thousand on the man from McDonald and ten thousand on him from
LaSalle. I want four right now and I give you the name. That will
sweeten your stay here in Texas.”

“Well, Sha, dat do sound
like a sweet deal all aroun’. I’ll have you the money by evenin’
time,” Birdie said.

Judd stated, “I suggest you boys move
back to Houston. You will be too easily noticed here.” Writing a
number down, he handed it to Stein. “I will alert McDonald’s people
you two are working on their problem as soon as I get the money.
Then you can call the LaSalle family for the Ghost,” Judd
said.

“Sound mighty good to us.
I don’t want to be waitin’ too long in one place. Make it kina
quick,” Birdie said.

“Only thing holding this
deal up is four thousand dollars in my hand,” Judd said.
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“Bart, I’m telling you,
the doctor left here in a hurry with the dark-skinned ranger. He
didn’t come back until around nine thirty. The ranger’s motorcycle
is still sitting beside Doc’s office,” Ed said.

“No one could have
survived that fire! Baker was near death and the woman was tied up.
The flames were coming out the roof before I got out of the barn!”
Bart said.

“Why else would the doctor
have been hustled out of town by a ranger?” Ed asked.

Bart’s anxiety began to well up in
side of him. Thinking about the events of that day he thought out
loud, “The rangers had been at the farm house when I arrived during
the fire…could they have gotten them out of the barn in time? Ed,
there is just no way… out of that inferno? We barricaded the doors
with bales of hay and lit them off! Every door was blocked except
the side door that we used, and fire was coming out of it right
behind me!” Bart said.

Neither man noticed Judd Smith had
walked into the garage where they stood talking. “Things have been
mighty quiet around here,” Judd said. Both men jumped and realized
they had been careless. “What’s the news?” he asked.

“Judd, what did you see
the other day when you thumped the man in the barn?” Bart
asked.

Judd looked around cautiously before
saying, “No one was at the place and the shot was one of the best I
ever made. The downhill trajectory made it work for me and I know
he was hit hard.”

“That’s a fact Judd, but
he was still alive later that day with a big hole in his chest,”
Bart said.

“Now we suspect he
survived, or maybe his wife,” Ed added.

“Wait a minute, you better
back up and fill me in on what you two are talking about!” Judd
said.

Bart wiped his forehead and the
hatband in his Stetson nervously and said, “Alright, Judd, the man
you shot was laying just inside the barn in a puddle of blood when
I entered the barn later that day.”

“Who is this gent anyway
and why the large price on his head?” Judd asked.

“His name was Willy Baker
and he worked for McDonald in Chicago,” Ed said.

A light went off in Judd’s head and he
said, “I knew of a Baker in McDonald’s organization. He wasn’t too
well-liked by Smitty, McDonald’s right-hand man.”

“It’s the same guy! He
pulled a double cross on McDonald and the mob found him here in
Huntsville. I got wind that the Rangers suspected him of the
killings at the cemetery and thought I could make a buck by turning
him in to the mob. McDonald wanted to see Baker’s body and I took
him out to the barn after you did your work,” Bart said.

“How was Baker stealing
from McDonald?” Judd asked.

“Baker was running most of
McDonald’s operations and evidently was helping himself to the
take. He setup all the illegal contraband from Europe. Baker stole
three trucks loaded with contraband from McDonald and sold two
trucks to LaSalle,” Bart explained.

“This Baker must have had
a death wish or be crazy!” Judd said.

Bart loosened his tie and continued,
“Baker’s wife showed up after we got in the barn and to make a long
story short, we burned down the barn with them in it!”

With humor and disbelief on his face,
Judd said, “You burned the barn down with them in it?”

“We had no choice, but
even that doesn’t seem to be the end of the Bakers!” Bart
exclaimed.

“A short time later a
ranger came in to town and took the doctor out of town in a hurry!”
Pointing at Ed, Bart said, “Ed here saw the doc leave with the
ranger and they were headed west. Judd, do you think he could have
survived the wound?”

“Anything is possible, but
not likely…plus you said he laid there for hours before he got
help. What does this Baker have on you that you would hire me to
take care of your loose ends? I seem to have been kept in the dark
here. By the way, where is Thomas Taylor? I haven’t seen him since
I came home,” Judd asked.

“Thomas has decided to
live on the river. He works in a shade tree sawmill out there.
Pretty much keeps to himself,” Ed said. The two quickly glanced at
each other which did not go unnoticed by Judd.

C8 - Sometimes Things Go Wrong

The day started out to be a doozey for George Ford. His first
month in practice and he was already perplexed. He had finished law
school with honors and on this bright Texas morning he had received
his mail order shingle. It looked like real wood, but this new
plastic sign would last longer. His staff consisted of himself and
with no capital to get a receptionist it was likely to stay that
way. The letter on his desk indicated he had a case, but his client
was somewhat elusive. He had been retained by mail and the
information was sketchy. The money order made out to him was real
enough. Leaving his office he debated, should he lock the door or
not? With no one to greet any prospective client he decided to lock
up and hope no one came by until he returned. The letter had been
delivered this morning and he was on his way to meet this strange
client in, of all places, the cemetery. Looking at his watch he
needed to hurry. There was no time to stop by O’Hara’s to check out
the college girls that met at the soda fountain daily. He didn’t
dress like a lawyer. Cowboy boots and jeans didn’t make him look
too professional. Until the money started coming in, he would have
no suit and tie to wear. He would start image building after he was
a little better healed. The boyish look wouldn’t hurt
either.

Looking back, he noticed a big hound
dog tagging along behind. “Go away you smelly beast…go home, git!”
George said. Wagging his tail, the hairy beast just fell in behind
keeping step with George as if he knew where they were going. “Get
out of here you ill-bred mutt!” George scolded. Appearance-wise,
the hound’s unruly ears didn’t seem to know which way to hang and
no doubt he carried a host of fleas too numerous to
count.

This morning’s walk took him by the
front window of the dry goods store. Passing the window, he came to
a sudden halt. Thinking quickly, he began to admire the business
suit on display. What had really gotten his eye was a beautiful
girl that was creating a woodsy scene in the window. Cutting his
eyes at her, George gave her his best smile. His opportunity arose
as he watched her tussle with a heavy piece of a tree limb used to
set foot wear on.

Golden blonde hair fell in her face as
she leaned into her task. Slowly she moved the wood toward its
intended location. Seizing the moment, he quickly entered the store
and stepped in the display window. The limb was quickly positioned,
and he was about to make his move when her sweet smile turned to an
expression of horror. George had been mesmerized by the captivating
blue eyes and turning his eyes he saw what had caused this beauty
such alarm. The dog that had followed him down the street had
entered the store behind him and was now relieving himself on the
closest clothing rack. In one instance of time, the woman of his
dreams became his worst nightmare. Neither shouts nor screams would
deter the dog from his resolve. He held his position as long as
there was a supply of water available.

Susan had only been employed at the
mercantile for the better part of a week and with all the
competition from other college students she was glad to get the
job.

Her words hit him like a stick. “Boy,
is that your dog?” the young blonde almost growled.

“No, No!” He wailed in a
high-pitched whine. He couldn’t believe that sound was coming from
his own mouth.

“It followed you in here!”
she shouted.

Behind them the store owner and
several other employees rushed to the front of the
store.

“Someone get a mop bucket
and clean this mess up! Boy, your dog has ruined an entire rack of
clothing,” the store owner said.

“That is not my dog! I
never saw him before this morning. He just followed me down the
street!” George said emphatically. As if on cue the dog strolled up
to George and began licking his hand.

“Not your dog, huh?” Susan
asked skeptically. Then stomped off to find the mop and bucket.
Lifting the soiled garments off the rack, the store owner began to
tally up the cost of the affected items.

Wearily, George left the store and
headed for the cemetery. Looking back at the dog he said, “If I had
a gun, I would shoot you dead!” Any attention directed toward the
dog was taken as a sign of friendship. In each instance the dog
responded with a vigorous wagging of his tail. A week earlier
George’s ego had been inflated to the point he may well become the
best lawyer in Texas. In less than a morning, he had been reduced
to a freckled faced boy with a hound dog. A few minutes later he
entered the cemetery where he hoped to dissolve into the elements
until this incident was forgotten. No longer did the blonde-haired
beauty with Susan on her name tag appeal to him. Today George only
wanted to disappear into the sea of grey stones.

He didn’t particularly like going into
places like this. There was a disturbing finality in cemeteries.
According to monument dates, the cemetery didn’t discriminate on
the basis of age. The grey stone graveyard always struck George as
an eerie place where all the pluses and minuses were averaged and a
negative for one’s life was almost always the results. Very few
people he had known that now lay below grey stones had influenced
him in a positive way. Absent mindedly, George glanced at the
headstones while behind him the dog followed along with a renewed
bladder level, randomly marking the headstones.

“Rufus, you have no
respect for the dead!” he said. “Today you wrecked my love life and
turned my professional life into a nightmare. I owe the store fifty
bucks because of your bladder problem…This day will haunt me for
the rest of my life!”

Passing through the cemetery a new
stone stood out among the stark grey stones of yesteryear. Stopping
abruptly, he blinked his eyes before he turned around. From his
pocket he verified the name on the stone as the name of his client.
“There must be a living junior somewhere,” he thought. No dates had
been engraved, just the name. ‘Was this grave new or just
reserved?’ George pondered.

Leaving the cemetery, he knew this
would be hard to explain to a Judgejudge, but he would have to do
just that. The letter explained he was to appear before the county
Judgejudge and present all the evidence that he would be receiving
in the mail on behalf of his client. The intrigue was too much for
an anxious green lawyer, but he would have to wait for the next
letter.

C9 - Suspicion

Saturday morning movement along the streets of Huntsville
usually got off to a slow start. Doc Mueller stood behind his
office window surveying the street. The information Lightfoot had
given him had made him edgy and suspicious. This morning he needed
to get out to the cabin and check on his patient as soon as he
could. Stepping from his office he glanced down the street. His car
stood against the curb where it always was... minus a hubcap. It
sat ready for the frequent calls he received from the local farms.
Farm and ranch accidents were common and that prompted him to be
ready at all times. This morning he was eager to get out to the
Baker’s. He had expected a knock on his door in the middle of the
night, informing him his patient had died. Such realities prompted
him to always have a death certificate laying on his desk half
filled out. Doc loved to be wrong when he predicted the death of
someone gravely ill or injured. Maybe the patient was taking a turn
for the better. He dearly hoped so.

“What’s the hurry, Doc?” a
voice behind him asked as he opened his car door.

Hoping the shock on his face was not
apparent, Doc replied, “I didn’t realize I was in a hurry! How are
you doing today, Bart?”

“Doing okay, but I heard a
rumor that the couple on the old Water’s place was missing and some
say they were burned up in the barn fire yesterday!” Bart stated a
little too enthusiastically.

“What? I sure hope you're
wrong, Sheriff! Where did you hear that?” Doc asked.

“You know how things get
started. The Baker’s new car is sitting in the ruins and with all
these reporters around town the rumor mill is in high gear!” Bart
stated.

“I don’t want to even
consider that, Bart. This is shaping up to be a good day. I just
want to check my expectant mother and head for the lake this
evening,” Doc replied.

“Plan on doing some
fishing, are you, Doc?” Bart asked.

“Saturday is the day I
unwind, Sheriff. Fishing is the prescription I prescribe for
myself!” Doc said with a smile.

“Where you headed today,
Doc?” Bart asked.

“Going out to the see Ann
Stewart. She is due in a few days. You sure are asking a lot of
questions, Bart. What’s on your mind?” Doc returned the favor of
questions.

“Nothing, I guess! Just
making conversation. I will let you be on your way,” Bart stated.
The squeal of tired old brake shoes signaled the arrival of Silas
and Ellis, turning the heads of both Doc Mueller and
Bart.

“The sheriff is with Doc,
Ellis! Don’t say anything about the car in the rubble!” Silas said.
The two got out of the truck and walked over to where Doc and the
sheriff were standing.

“Good morning!” Silas
said. “It’s going to be another hot day!”

“What are you two up to
this morning?” Doc asked.“We’re headed to the depot to check with
Benson and saw you two standing here. I need some more liniment for
my horse, Doc. That stuff sure did the trick. Her limp is much
better!” Silas replied.

“Silas, I am supposed to
be a people doctor not a hoss’ doctor. If it did some good, I think
I have about a half bottle of that liniment left. I’ll go get it
for you. I use it on my knees once in a while,” Doc
said.

The two watched Bart as he headed down
the street and entered the barber shop. Returning to where Silas
stood Doc asked, “Silas, what was that all about?”

“Doc, we’ve been doing
cleanup around the Baker’s barn making sure all the barn structure
was completely burned. Guess what is sitting in the middle of the
rubble and ashes?” Silas asked excitedly.

“I guess it would be the
Baker’s fine automobile!” Doc replied.

“How did you know that?”
Silas asked.

“It seems Bart knows about
the car,” Doc said.

“How could he know? We
just found it this morning!” Ellis said.

“Well, it is a point to
remember,” Doc said.

“I hope you are not going
to tell me they were in it when it burned,” Silas said.

“Well now! I guess you two
will have to be told, especially now, but if this gets out you may
be the death of the Bakers!” Doctor Mueller filled Silas and Ellis
in on what had happened and asked that they find Cage to let him
know they knew of the Bakers.
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At the cabin, Cage sat his coffee cup
on a tree stump beside the cabin and said, “Lightfoot, I’m going to
see if I can find Beaver Watson. Tell the Captain where I’ve gone
when he gets here. Watson may be a help understanding this puzzle!”
Brushing by Doc Mueller, he hardly remembered to speak.“Where is
that boy going in such an all fired hurry?” Doc asked.

“He is a regular Sherlock
Holmes,” Lightfoot said. “Off to follow a possible
clue.”

C10 - The Eye of an Eagle

The wolf stood perfectly still testing the air. His eyes were
glued to one spot in the forest. The scent was alarming, and it
signaled his system that all was not well with this man. Completely
concealed, he watched the figure through the forest. This scent had
been on the trap that had hurt him years ago. His instinct
cautioned him to avoid this human. In the underbrush undetectable
by anyone except the wolf, Judd lay on the cool moist ground
watching the cabin. He had followed the doc out this morning and
had enjoyed stalking him through the woods. Raising his binoculars,
he rested his elbows on the ground below the tree trunk that lay
across the forest floor. Before him, a small cabin in the dense
forest was almost undetectable. Sitting in a swing talking to the
pretty blonde girl was a ranger. The cabin door opened, and he saw
another ranger emerge. Words were exchanged with others in front of
the forest cabin before the younger ranger headed down a well-worn
trail through the woods. A moment later two men came out of the
cabin and headed for the house where the barn once stood. He
sighted around the cabin letting his binoculars cover different
figures. For an hour Judd watched the cabin. This was exciting and
spying on these people without their knowledge was great fun.
Concealed beneath the fallen tree trunk, his gaze returned again
and again to the small window on the side of the cabin. The doctor
passed before the window moving about the room, but it was too
small to get a good view of the room. Rubbing the sweat from his
eyes he rested his chin on his arms.

The cabin door opened and
out on the porch the black-haired girl that was supposed to be dead
emerged. ‘So, the woman is still alive.
This should cause Bart some real heartburn. In the cabin the good
doctor must be attending the man he had shot,’ Judd thought. This was getting sticky. For some quick money
he had jumped in over his head. Now he was in this mess along with
Ed and Bart and neither one he trusted. He needed a look in the
window in the worst way. The adrenalin began to flow as he eased
himself down through the brush in an effort to see what was on the
other side of the cabin wall.

“The fresh air will do you
good, Bonnie! Go over and sit in the swing,” Doc said. On the
backside of the cabin Judd heard Doc talking as he eased himself
from the woods and made the few steps to the side of the cabin.
Blocked from sight at the front of the house, Judd stood against
the log wall listening to the conversation in the cabin. Quickly he
made identification of voices: the blonde girl’s voice and Doc
Mueller. Moving to the edge of the rear porch he suddenly dropped
to the ground just as the rear door of the cabin opened and the
doctor stepped out. Quietly Judd rolled under the edge of the porch
and lay looking up through a small crack in the boards.

Walking to the end of the porch, Doc
Mueller stood just inches above Judd. From under the porch Judd
could make out Doc’s back and the back of his head. Slowly he eased
a long knife from his boot while above him Doc considered what he
could possibly do for the man inside.

Everyone was hoping and praying, but
it was obvious to Doc, Willy was not getting better. Taking a drink
from the water bucket on the porch he turned and re-entered the
cabin. For a minute longer, Judd lay still before he eased himself
from under the cabin porch and looked in the window of the
cabin.

Laying on the bed was the man he had
shot. His color was bad and no doubt he was in a bad way. A large
bandage covered his chest. This was all the information he needed.
It was time for him to get away from here.

A few seconds later he ran quietly
through the deep woods, stopping only long enough to take a last
look in the direction of the cabin. The black-haired woman sat in a
swing as several men and an older woman who looked a lot like her
came up to the front of the cabin. He had left not a minute too
soon as men began to move around the cabin.
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“I was almost caught! I
dropped down and crawled under the cabin porch before Doc saw me!
You two have let this thing get out of control and you brought me
into a bad situation!” Judd said. “I can tell you your man hasn’t
talked to anyone yet. He’s in a bad way!”

Wringing his hands, Bart paced back
and forth in Ed’s office while chain-smoking as the three talked.
“How could they have gotten out of the barn?” Bart
asked.

Ed stood on the side of his office
leaning against the wall. He was uncomfortable with Judd in the
room. Judd didn’t put a high value on life and didn’t have the
capacity to be scared. He had been deadly in the army and tales of
his sniper exploits were legendary in the bars around
Huntsville.

“I bought in this game
late. How much money did you boys get for the trucks?” Judd
asked.

“We were double crossed.
The people we were selling the trucks to stole the trucks from us
at gun point. They took the trucks and all but a few thousand of
the money,” Bart replied.

Judd interjected, “If you want me to
help, you better cough up some of that money.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong,
but you are in real deep right now, right?” Ed asked.
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Mending The
Past...Bubba stood back and watched Edsel
wipe dust from the stone. Puzzled he wondered why they had set the
monument days before without a name or date.

“Edsel, I don’t get this
some a-tall. This is our prettiest stone. Why wait till now to put
the name and date. We could have done that before we delivered the
stone, beings his dead date says he was already dead,”

“There is just no way of
figurin’ peoples. No date for his born but a date for his dead,”
Bubba said. Wiping the dust from his hands he looked at the name
Edsel had just engraved on the stone. I knows’ one thing for sho’.
I’ve done some fishing on the Trinity with young Shane Thomas
Taylor and he is too young to be over on the dead side!”

Edsel hooked his thumbs in his bib
overalls and rocked back on his heels. Bubba had seen this look and
knew the little Frenchman was about to say something
important.

“Bubba, a man, he comes
into this life all shiny and brand new, but life is full of trouble
and woes and de shine gets knocked off real quick. A body never
knows how it will turn out for himself, don’t you know,” Edsel
said.

Bubba considered the name on the stone
and said, “You reckon Taylor died all scared like…or does you
reckon it happened like Uncle Joe looking forward to being rid of
the pain? Me, I’m just a tryin’ not to think about dead….Life has
too much of worryin youself down witout’ worryin bout’ the dead
side!”

“That be true, Bubba, but
we all has to deal with the dead side. We sho got it comin,” Edsel
said.

“Yes, we sho nough do!”
Bubba replied.

C11 - Days of Confusion

Walking into the candy store Cage had a thoughtful look on his
face. Grady watched him from the other end of the counter and
asked, “What’s on your mind this morning?”

“Grady, I have been all
over town looking for someone. If he left town, he must have
walked. The bus line didn’t sell him a ticket and he hasn’t bought
a used car!” Cage replied.

“Who exactly are you
looking for?” Grady asked.

“Two weeks ago, a fellow
was released from up the street, but it doesn’t appear he left
town. He is not staying in the boarding house or over the diner!”
Cage stated.

“You should have come to
me two weeks ago! I could have saved you some steps. That sounds
like Beaver Watson you are looking for!” Grady stated.

“How did you know that?”
Cage asked.

“He came in here straight
from the prison gates…must have heard about my apple pie and
vanilla malted! A real likeable fellow; hope he is not in any
trouble,” Grady said.

“I need to talk to him.
Where did he go?” Cage questioned.

“I sent him to Benson at
the rail yard…Watson said he wanted open spaces from now on and was
planning to stay right here in Texas,” Grady responded.

Neither man had noticed the woman and
little girl that had entered the store and now stood behind them.
Clearing her throat, she said, “I couldn’t help from hearing your
conversation.” They both turned to see a lady holding the hand of a
small child. The little girl eased behind her mother and held tight
to her hand. Setting her suitcase down she said, “I’m Shelby Watson
here looking for my husband. We just arrived on the bus; he will
not be expecting us.” Looking at the star on Cage’s chest she
shuddered and looked frightened. Clutching the little girl's hand,
she asked, “Has he done something wrong?”

Seeing the stress on her face Cage
quickly said, “No, Ma’am! I just need to talk to him concerning a
man he knew while in prison.”

“Please! Sit down, Mrs.
Watson. I will send my clerk to retrieve your husband. He has an
apartment above a furniture business down by the rail yard,” O’Hara
said. It was early Saturday morning and coffee drinkers began to
come and go. Grady busied himself with the customers for a few
minutes. He noticed the little girl looking at all the candy in the
candy case. “You know I make most of the candy you see there. Would
you like to watch me make some candy?” he asked gently.

Bright-eyed she walked back to the
candy room where an employee was stirring a pot of candy that was
cooking. Pouring the hot candy on the large marble table Grady
proceeded to tell her how the candy was made.

Walking behind the counter, Cage
poured coffee for several people along the counter. Pouring himself
and Shelby a cup of coffee, he walked over to her table and asked,
“Would you care for something to eat? They make a good sweet roll
here for breakfast.”

“No, thanks,” she said
nervously twisting the wedding band around her finger. They talked
pleasantly for a few minutes and Cage made her feel a little more
at ease. It wasn’t long until a lanky man entered the candy store
and walked over to the table. Cage spoke politely and walked into
the candy room to watch the process. Grady had Katie Watson’s
complete attention as he worked the candy on the table.

“Beaver, we came as you
requested. I bought the tickets as soon as I received the money you
sent,” she said awkwardly.

Beaver stood at the table fidgeting
with his hat. “I’m real glad you came. I have been beside myself
since you answered my letter,” he said.

“There was nothing to keep
us in Chicago and we needed a change,” Shelby stated.

“How is she? Is she okay
with me? Does she remember me?” Beaver asked regarding his daughter
Katie.

“She never stopped talking
about you. When I figured she was over you and had forgotten you,
she would ask when you were coming home. The years have been hard
on me. I came here out of desperation, not out of love. I want you
to know that right up front. We were running out of hope and needed
a change…you offered me the only one. It has been a struggle to get
by…everything we own is in this suitcase,” Shelby Watson stated
flatly.

Beaver sat down and laid his hat in
the chair beside him. Looking at the little girl mesmerized by the
art of making candy, he wiped his eyes and said, “Shelby, whatever
time I have left on this earth I will dedicate to righting the
wrong I have done to you and Katie. The war mixed me up and made me
hard and then the alcohol finished the job. I’m not making excuses,
but prison made me see what a dope I have been. You don’t have to
love or care for me. I just want to make things as good as I can
for you and Katie”.

“Why is the man with a
badge looking for you, Beaver? When I came in here, they were
talking about you,” Shelby inquired.

“I have done nothing
wrong, I paid my debt to society and it will stay that way. I will
never disgrace you again,” Beaver said. The two stepped over to the
candy room where they stood watching Katie fully engrossed in the
candy making process.

“At this point we have to
have a candy taster. I used to use Cage but he has grown up now so
he can’t be a candy taster anymore!” Cage protested loudly and
Grady added, “Katie, only a child can be a good taster. So, I need
a little kid just about your age to take over the candy tasting
job. How about it? You get paid for tasting candy with free tickets
to the movies for your whole family. Do you want the
job?”

Squealing with delight she jumped up
and down.

O’Hara laughed, “I take that as a yes.
Now remember this is a very important job! We can’t afford to make
bad candy. If it’s bad you have to tell me. Okay, you are the new
taster and Cage has to find himself another real job. You ready to
try a taste?”

Beaver motioned to Cage from the
doorway as he and Shelby returned to the table. “Ranger, I done my
time and I’m square with society,” Beaver said.

“I’m not here to hassle
you, Mr. Watson. I just need to know about Willy Baker. You knew
him in prison. I need to know what you can tell me about him. I
understand you were his only friend,” Cage stated.

Beaver thought for a moment and said,
“Willy never got close to anyone, but I guess I was as close as he
would let anyone get. He buried himself in books and passed his
time reading. He asked me a lot of questions about Chicago and the
people running the mob there. The day he got out of prison he left
for Chicago.”

“You are from Chicago and
he wanted your contacts in the mob, am I right?” Cage
asked.

“Yes,” Beaver
replied.

“You have any idea if
Baker is tied to the killings here in Huntsville?” Cage
inquired.

“I heard about it in
prison. If I knew who did them I would tell you, but that don’t
sound like something Willy would do,” Beaver stated.

“Willy Baker came back to
Huntsville the day the shootings occurred,” Cage said.

Beaver responded, “Like I said, I
don’t think Willy would kill anyone. He had something in his past,
but Willy didn’t seem that cold hearted.”

“Don’t leave town. I will
need to talk with you again,” Cage stated.

“I’m not going anywhere! I
plan on staying right here,” Beaver said.

Grady O’ Hara came back to the table
leading a very sleepy girl. Shelby smiled and said, “We’ve had a
long bus ride the past three days. We changed busses a lot last
night…she didn’t get much sleep. I need to put her to
bed.”

Katie’s eyes had settled on Beaver and
for a long time they just grinned at each other. Katie held out her
arms and said, “Daddy.” Beaver took her in his. Wrapping her arms
around his neck, she laid her head on his shoulder and went to
sleep. Carrying her with one arm he picked up the suitcase with the
other. At the door Shelby turned and pointed to a help wanted sign
in the front window.

“Do you still need
someone?” she asked.

“Since you are the mother
of the only official candy taster in Texas, I reckon you have the
job. Come to work Monday morning around nine for training,” Grady
said with a big smile.

For Beaver, this was beginning to be
the best day of his life as the three headed down the
street.

“I sure hope he realizes
what a great opportunity he has,” Grady said.

“I believe he does. I just
hope he keeps the spirit,” Cage said.

“We will give him the
benefit of the doubt and help them if we can. Remember we serve the
God of the second chance and I’ve had a lot of second chances.
Haven’t you?” O’Hara asked.

“True…do you have any
candy I can taste for you while Katie is not around?” Cage
said.

“Well, I guess I didn’t
make it plain enough. You have been fired, but because I’m such a
nice guy I will treat you to an ice cream cone. Did you pay for
that coffee I saw you pour a while ago?” Grady asked
grinning.
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Saturday
Night...“I was almost caught; I dropped
down and crawled under the cabin porch before Doc saw me! You two
have let this thing get out of control and you brought me into a
bad situation!” Judd said.

“I can tell you, your man
hasn’t talked to anyone yet. He’s in a bad way.” Bart said while
pacing back and forth in Ed’s office and chain smoked as the three
talked.

“How could they have
gotten out of the barn?” Bart asked.

Ed stood on the side of his office
leaning against the wall. He was uncomfortable with Judd in the
room. Judd didn’t put a high value on life and didn’t have the
capacity to be scared. He had been deadly in the army and tales of
his sniper exploits were legendary in the bars around
Huntsville.

“I bought in this game
late. How much money did you boys get for the trucks?” Judd
asked.

“We were double crossed.
The people we were selling the trucks to stole the trucks from us
at gun point. They took the trucks and all but a few thousand of
the money,” Bart replied.

“If you want me to help,
you better cough up some of that money.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong,
but you are in real deep right now, right?” Ed asked.

C12 - The Legal Side

George Ford sat at his desk searching every drawer for a
letter opener. He was a neat freak and hated to tear open an
envelope. This was a registered package mailed from Houston. After
a few more minutes lapsed with no success, he reached in his pocket
and produced his pocket knife to open the package. Dumping the
contents on the desk he found two letters and a key. One of the
letters was addressed to him with READ FIRST, written across the
front in big print.

Straight to the point, the letter
stated that if he was reading the letter then the sender was dead.
The letter had been sent by a second party, because the sender had
not been contacted before a certain date. The first instruction was
not to disclose any of the contents to the local sheriff. He was to
contact the Texas Rangers, specifically the one working on the
Huntsville case. The second letter was addressed to George. He was
to represent his client in court to make sure fair and accurate
assessments of the facts were presented. The client did not want
absolution, but wanted justice to prevail.

Staring at the letter, George adjusted
his glasses. He wanted to open the second letter but decided he'd
better find the ranger before proceeding. Shoving the letters into
an old tattered briefcase, he embarked down the street. George had
seen rangers around town and knew at least one of them was staying
over the diner.

Like most small Texas towns, the
courthouse was the center of town. It was the seat of government by
the people and for the people and on every corner of the square a
road entered representing all points of the compass. Ancient oak
trees adorned all four corners of the courthouse lawn and often
became the meeting place for farmers and merchants of the
community. The oaks provided shade and refuge from the hot summer
sun. Under these trees, men past the workable age gathered for
domino games. Local news was discussed. Land and livestock was
bought and sold, and ailments were always a topic.

This Saturday morning a
domino game had already started, which was unusual. The games were
a weekday activity when these old timers were looking for something
to do. Bart Wells stood watching the players with distracted
interest. The news from Judd had brought him to a higher than usual
level of anxiety. He could not get Judd to go after the Bakers
without paying him most of the money he had left. The whole mess
was going to bust wide open and he would be caught in the middle.
The rangers had kept from him the fact that the Bakers were
alive. ‘What did they know? Did they
suspect me of involvement?’ he asked
himself.

Walking around the courthouse, George
spied the players around the tables and asked, “Have any of you men
seen the rangers this morning? I have a letter from a client for
the rangers.”

“I’m the law here in
Huntsville, let me see the letter.” Turning, he saw the man who had
spoken. He had a star on his chest and George knew it was Sheriff
Bart Wells.

“The letter is addressed
to a Ranger Cage Cruise. It will have to be opened by him,” George
stated as forcefully as he could. Remembering that the letter had
warned him not to involve the sheriff, he backed away from the
crowd.

“Just a minute, You! If
you have something that involves the case here in Huntsville, you
better turn it over to me!” Bart barked.

“Sheriff, it is against
the law to open someone else’s mail,” George said.

“Young Fellow, the ranger
you are looking for is in the candy store across the street,” one
of the players said.

Bart realized that all
eyes were on him as he stepped back and watched as George hurried
across the street. Near panic Bart wondered, ‘Who was this client? Had Baker written a letter in case he
was killed?’ Upset and in a high state of
anxiety, Bart headed back to Ed’s with the news of the letter. “We
are in big trouble! Baker mailed a letter to a local lawyer. I
would have killed that kid for a look at that letter,” Bart
said.

“What are you talking
about?” Ed asked. “You are raving like a lunatic!”

Bart stopped pacing and looked at Ed
and said, “Baker must have written a letter to a local lawyer and
had it mailed yesterday by someone else.”

Ed wiped his hands on a greasy towel
and said, “Calm down! As it stands now all we can be charged with
is hijacking a couple of trucks and that’s it. We got to protect
each other! Now let’s get our story straight,” Ed said.

Bart sat down hard in a chair and
said, “The letter will be just hear-say and I bet it can’t be used
as evidence against us in court!”

“Not if Baker lives. His
wife knows who was in the barn,” Ed said.

“I know she didn’t see me
or hear my voice in the barn. I made sure of that! I reckon we will
know what’s in the letter soon enough,” Bart said.

“The letter couldn’t have
anything to do with the barn fire. What we need to do is get in
touch with McDonald,” Ed said.

“Ed, we don’t want
McDonald to know we were involved in the hijacking. They would do
for us real quick! Baker is the only one that can throw suspicion
on us. I made sure Baker’s wife never saw me in the barn,” Bart
said.

“We need to get a message
to McDonald that they are still alive,” Bart said.

“Why don’t we get Judd to
ease in to the cabin and finish the job?” Ed suggested.

“You willing to give him
half of what you got left to get the job done?” Bart asked in
return.

“We didn’t get anything
from those trucks but grief! I guess we don’t have any choice. Get
in touch with him and get it done,” Ed said.

“He will want me to go
with him,” Bart said.

Ed thought for a minute then said,
“I’ll go. I want to get even with Baker anyway! Did you give Judd
the rifle he used on Baker?”

Bart thought for a minute and said,
“Yes, why do you ask?”

“Has that rifle got a
history?” Ed asked.“Yes,” Bart replied.

“Bart, that was stupid and
you better hope Judd never finds out. He will kill you for sure!”
Ed stated.

“What are you getting at,
Ed?” Bart asked.

“I’m just thinking of the
possibilities… Judd is a real mean man. You crossed him…and if he
finds out, you will get dead faster than the mob would do it,” Ed
said.

“When you are desperate,
you do desperate things. Judd needed a powerful rifle and I had the
best ever made,” Bart said.

“Tell that to Judd when he
finds out that rifle was used in a murder before he got it!” Ed
exclaimed.

“Ed, I have my traveling
bag packed. I say we hit the road tonight and just disappear,” Bart
said.

Ed responded, “The van is parked back
of the parts lot over on Sycamore. No one will suspect any of those
old clunkers are drivable. I have a hidden cash box where all the
money I have is stashed. We will leave together, so you might as
well add what you have left to the pot. The gas tanks are full of
gas. They will get us halfway across South America. We won’t leave
tonight. It would look suspicious. But we will be ready.

C13 - Dead Man Letters

Beaver stood in the doorway watching his little girl sleep.
“Shelby, you need to catch up on your sleep, too! Why don’t you try
and get some rest?” he said. “I work for Mr. Benson on his ranch
outside of town on Saturdays, so I need to be going. You take the
main bed room and I will stay in this one…I’m used to small rooms.
Make yourself at home. I won’t be back until dark.” Shelby didn’t
have anything to say so he just turned and left for
work.

Down the street Cage sat in the candy
store, rubbing his eyes and said, “I never thought becoming a
ranger would cause so much sleep loss. My first case and I am
losing weight, have a new girlfriend I never have time for, and it
looks like I’m about to lose my prime witness!”

“What prime witness would
that be?” O’ Hara asked. Cage realized what he had said. He
straightened up and took a sip of his coffee. The information about
the Bakers had to stay quiet.

O’ Hara was getting ready to grill him
when a very nervous boy entered the store clutching an old
briefcase tightly to his chest. Looking back through the glass
window, he watched the square.

Cage and Grady looked at each other
and wondered what the boy was so nervous about.

George stood looking around the store
until his eyes fell on Cage’s star and he headed in his direction.
“Are you a Texas Ranger?” he inquired.

“A very tired Ranger!
What’s on your mind, Boy?” Ranger Cruise asked.

“I’m a Lawyer! Don’t call
me boy!” George responded quickly.

“You don’t look old enough
to be a lawyer,” Cage replied.

“You don’t look old enough
to be a ranger,” George retorted.

“Okay, I’m Cage Cruise
what’s on your mind?” Cage asked.

George signaled the girl behind the
counter for a cup of coffee and sat in the chair opposite
Cage.

“Yesterday, I hung my
shingle and went into law practice. My first day I received a
letter from my first client, my only client, so far,” George
stated. “The letter gave instructions as to whom I represented.
Today I received another letter addressed to me and one addressed
to you.”

“You received a letter
addressed to me?” Cage questioned.

“Yes, my letter said, I
was not to go to the local sheriff…I was to deal with the Texas
Rangers; namely you,” George stated.

“Me?” Cage was out of his
sleepy haze and listening intently.

“Yesterday, I met my
client. He hasn’t said much and resides in the cemetery up the
street,” George said.

“He’s the caretaker?” Cage
asked.

“No, I mean he is buried
there,” George stated.

Cage looked at the young lawyer and
said, “You are trying to be funny, right?”

“Not in the least! This
guy evidently setup someone to mail letters at intervals in the
event he was killed,” George said. Handing Cage the letter he sat
back to drink his coffee.

The reading of the dead man’s letters
began.

Ranger Cruise:

‘It is my hope that you can
use this information to clean up my affairs. I have retained Lawyer
George Ford. The two of you must work together to handle this
business.’

‘If you are reading this
letter, I am dead. These are the facts clearly and accurately. What
I am about to say comes hard for me and through much grief I do so.
The clock cannot be turned back. Once a heart has stopped beating
there is no starting it again and life is over. This was not
supposed to have turned out the way it has. Thomas Taylor is dead
because my instructions were not followed, and I deeply regret
that.’

Cage looked up and said, “Looks like
the Captain is right. We do have another murder to contend
with.”

George sat up and considered what Cage
had said, “Hurry up! I need to read that letter, too.”

“Hold your horses,” Cage
said as he read on.

‘Taylor’s life was in
danger for several reasons. We had devised a plan to save Thomas
Taylor and every means to do so was covered. What happened to him
was not expected. Three weeks ago, I took three men whom I had
recruited on a night raid. We hijacked two trucks that were heavy
laden with stolen goods from Europe. My intentions were motivated
by revenge, I was stealing from a man who had done me great harm.
The theft could not be reported to the police, so my recruits were
interested in this proposition. Only I was supposed to be put at
risk. I was the inside man and the only one that knew where the
trucks were hidden. No one was supposed to be armed and all the
risk taken was on my part.’

Handing the first page to George, Cage
read on.

‘I had worked my way into
the Chicago underworld. The mobster I worked for trusted me and my
money-making schemes. The contraband from Europe was my idea and
the guarded trucks were hidden at a farm I had used before in a
smuggling operation. After the guards were asleep, I was able to
lock the door to their sleeping quarters. When we started the
trucks, gun fire erupted from inside the shed. The men locked in
the shed tried to shoot their way out. One of the men I had brought
with me produced a gun and began to fire at the door intended to
discourage the attempt. The door was secure and would have held,
but the lock mechanism was shot away allowing the men in the shed
to break out.’

‘The second truck, which I
was in, took all the fire from the men escaping the shed. One
single shot hit its mark and Taylor, the driver of my truck, was
mortally wounded. In the last few minutes of his life I found the
dark secrets that were driving him. First, I must tell you that
Thomas Taylor was not there of his own accord; he was being
blackmailed. I found this out after it was too late. After he was
shot, he made me promise I would talk to his grandmother. I dreaded
to do so and now the responsibility must be passed on to you.
Thomas never fit with the other two men. They were evil; he was
not. Unlike the other two, he was not driven by greed and wanting
something for nothing. I found in the last few minutes of his life
a different person hid deep in Thomas. He had a depth in him his
grandmother and God had cultivated, and this one thing has simply
amazed me. It was super natural in what it produced in the dying
moments of Thomas’s life. I am afraid I do not understand it and it
has caused me much consternation. At his last breath I envied him.
Thomas wanted desperately to correct the wrong he had done in his
short life. He realized the direction his grandmother had given him
had been out of a pure love that he didn’t want to accept. In the
final moments of his life he made peace with his maker and resolved
all conflicts in his soul. The hidden thing that drove him was
resolved and he faced death with confidence. I brought Thomas back
to Huntsville and buried him in the cemetery out west of Huntsville
where the men were killed. I found it necessary to do so until this
time. I had a stone engraved and set for him and I left money in
the funeral home for the casket he is buried in. It is up to you to
relate this to his grandmother.’

‘The man that shot Thomas
was a gangster by the name of Chubby Hawkins. He is probably
running for his life because he lost the trucks he was assigned to
guard.’

‘I guess I will leave it at
this. More can be added by the Medicine Man if he chooses to do so.
I don’t blame him if he keeps silent. His testimony will
incriminate him in a mess of my making.’

Handing the last page to George, Cage
sat back in the chair. Cage stated, “I guess I better visit the
cemetery and identify the grave. You come with me. We will gather
the doctor on the way out of town. The body will have to be exhumed
and identified, but first I have to contact the Captain and bring
him up to date. The Captain will want to talk to you.”

Putting the letters in his pocket Cage
followed George out of the store. Just as they were about to exit
the store, George jumped to the side of the door and hid beside the
end of a candy display. The door opened and a blonde girl walked in
past Cage. As soon as she was in, George scooted out the door in
front of Cage and ran around the corner of the store. Cage walked
to the end of the store and looked at George standing
there.

“You want to tell me what
that was all about?” Cage asked.

“I just don’t want to see
that girl for a few more years, maybe say the next thirty!” George
exclaimed.

“George, I guess you are a
lawyer after all,” Cage said with a grin.

Driving over to the doctor’s clinic
the two were quiet, both considering what they had read. “Oh! I
forgot to mention to you about the sheriff. I ran into him at the
domino tables on the courthouse grounds. He surely wanted the
letter badly!” George stated.

“That’s interesting,” Cage
said looking in the rear-view mirror.
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Putting the binoculars back in his
pack, Judd Smith rubbed his chin. The name on the headstone said
Shane Thomas Taylor. This was quite a bit of news. The Shine Ghost
was dead. He had really liked Thomas. The boy was good and had made
him a lot of money. Thomas hadn’t been around lately…now he knew
why. Bart and Ed had not shared this little bit of information and
this drove the price for Baker way up. What else waswere these two
hiding from him? He hated weak people that couldn’t finish what
they started.

Judd was enjoying this little spying
adventure, especially with the rangers involved. He wished the war
was still going on. During the war Judd had been in his element. As
a sniper for the paratroopers he had brought fear in the hearts of
the enemy. Ranching had never interested him. After working with
Harlan Williams, he had begun to really enjoy life and ranching
became a cover for his life of crime. If Harlan was still alive,
things would be different. Harlan’s death had ended a money-making
business for Judd. Now he was reestablishing some criminal contacts
they had known. He could pick up where he had left off. Crime did
pay and he was wealthy to prove it. Knowing the right people, he
could make himself real useful solving problems starting with this
Baker character. Judd eased back into the deep woods where his
truck was concealed and headed back to Huntsville.
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It was noon when the grave diggers
arrived at the cemetery to unearth the grave. Captain Eastman drove
up with the pastor of the small church. Steve Barkley greeted
Doctor Mueller grimly as Cage filled the Captain in on all the
details. “Cage, stay here with the doctor. Pastor Barkley and I
will visit the grandmother. I suspect we will bring her back here
to the church,” Captain Eastman stated.

Doctor Mueller turned from watching
the opening of the grave and said, “Captain, young Taylors’s death
will generate a lot of publicity and a public funeral will draw a
lot of curiosity seekers. I have been standing here thinking…after
I examine the body and determine the cause of death, and if my wife
wants, we could hold a small funeral here this afternoon and bury
Thomas back in the same grave. It would surely cut down on the
publicity Betty will have to endure. I don’t think she would want
his funeral to be a side show for the news media.”

“I will give Mrs. Taylor
that option while we are driving back out here,” the Captain
said.

A voice from behind them said,
“Captain, you better hurry to fetch the grandmother! The grave
diggers know Thomas and are asking a lot of questions. Two of them
have left already for town. When this gets out, everyone in
Huntsville will be driving out here.”

The captain directed the next orders
to Ranger Mike Walker,“Mike, make sure to keep the grave open just
in case we need to use it this evening. Send a ranger to block off
the road in both directions and don’t let anyone in or out, arrest
anyone who tries to leave or enter,” Captain Eastman
stated.

Daniel drove the car along the highway
headed for Huntsville and for a long time neither man said
anything.

“Steve, what can you
possibly tell Taylor’s grandmother that will comfort her? Thomas
Taylor was killed committing a crime and was a moonshine driver,”
Captain Daniel Eastman asked.

“It’s hard, Captain, but I
knew the lad and he was truly troubled. I had to visit a lot of
folks during the war to tell them their son was killed, and it was
never easy,” the pastor replied. “I just rely on God to give me the
words to say toand comfort Mrs. Taylor. One thing that will surely
help is having been able to read that letter detailing his last
moments in this life.”

C14 - Twenty Year Memory

Leaning against an ancient Cedar in the back of the cemetery,
Doc watched the men raise the casket from the wet earth. Large
chunks of mud slid from the casket and plopped to the ground.“Doc,
it’s ready for you to open if you’ve a mind to,” one of the grave
diggers said.“Take it over in back of the church and wash it off
with a water hose,” Doc said.

The casket was taken over
by the church and a water hose was used to remove the soil. As the
mud slid from the shiny surface, it was obviously a fine casket.
After it had been cleaned, Doc stood with his hand on the lid and
thought back twenty years before. It was a cold winter night and
the fog had settled early. The night was easy to remember, because
old man Jenkins had run off the road and center punched a pine
tree. Doc had set his broken legs all the time listening to a drunk
explaining away the accident as being caused by the snow-covered
road. The music from the band on the town square echoed through the
empty, dark streets. This cold winter night was one that stuck in
the good doctor’s mind throughout his life. ‘Everything we do has a price tag attached,'
Doc thought.

That cold winter night Doc had just
finished caring for Jenkins when he got the call that Doris Taylor
was in labor. Standing by her daughter’s bed, Betty said, “Doris,
the baby will be here any time now. What do you want...a boy or a
girl?” The reply caused Betty to gasp and Doc to recoil at the
words coming from the new mother’s mouth.

“Mother, I don’t care what
it is. I just wish it was dead,” the young mother stated
flatly.

‘Well twenty years later
she finally got her wish.’ Doc thought. If he could find her, he
would let her know her wish came true. Human failure is inevitable
in all of us; but, not to stand and try and right the wrong is the
ultimate failure, and someone always pays the price. Honor,
character, decency…these things do matter to people, especially
children. Shane Thomas Taylor had never known his mother or her
wish for him. He had the best grandmother that a kid could have
ever had. Doc had hoped that would make the difference in his life.
But all the other children in town have a father or mother or both,
and Thomas had never known his father or mother.’

Touching the casket Doc
thought to himself, ‘One day a man will
stand before God and will be advised of the son he had produced. He
would be told of the way his son had been taunted at school because
of the stigma that goes with a child born out of wedlock. The
father would also be told of the heartache and hardship his
grandmother had lived with bringing his son up alone. God himself
would set before that man all the hurt and ridicule his son had
known and the way he had died. Then God would show him what kind of
man his son could have been with help from a Christian father.
There will be a time for just punishment, and the one thing
Thomas’s father will have, will be plenty of time for
regret.

As soon as Doris had recovered from
the child bearing, she had left home…a bitter and sullen teen. To
Doc’s knowledge she had never come back to Huntsville again. Once a
fine car and a well-dressed woman had stopped by to see Betty
Taylor. A neighbor that saw her said it was Doris Taylor, but she
didn’t stay long and never came again. Doc never asked Betty if the
woman was Doris all grown up. All these years later to this very
day, Doc did not bother to question what happened to Doris. Here
before him laid the sum total of her actions.“One of you men get a
screw driver and loosen the screws on the lid,” Doc said. The
screws were loosened, and the men backed away as if the very ghost
of Thomas would arise as the lid was lifted. Stepping up to the
casket, Doc placed his hand on the lid and thought before raising
the lid. He knew what he was looking for in the way of
identification. Thomas had cut the tip of one of his fingers when
he had stuck it in a pump as a boy of four. Doc had set his right
leg when he was eight. Next, he verified that he had been killed as
the letter had stated.

Doc Mueller addressed the ranger,
“Cage, these are the remains of Thomas Taylor. He was shot in the
lower back and the bullet ruptured his insides before it made an
exit through the rib cage. The bullet did enough damage that he
quickly bled to death. I don’t need to take the body into town. If
Betty wants to have a funeral, then we can just bury him back
here.”

“Doc, I will have the men
seal the casket back and set it up in the church before his
grandmother arrives,” Cage said.

“I’m going to walk over to
my car and fill out the death certificate. Why don’t you have your
ranger intercept the Captain’s car and tell them the casket has
been brought into the church,” Doc said.

Cage watched the normally ramrod
straight shouldered doctor as he walked downcast toward his car.
After instructing the men, Cage walked down the road to get away
from the scene before him. He walked almost to the end of the road
and sat on an old log. This was a sad day and he grieved for the
grandmother and Thomas Taylor.

It wasn’t long until the
sound of a car brought Doc out of his depression. He had finished
the death certificate and had walked over to sit on the church
steps. He hated to face Betty, but his life had been full of these
types of encounters. Why couldn’t he just pronounce them dead and
go back to the sterile clinic? Not only did he bring them into the
world, he had to lay them out as well. Doc thought,
“Lord, Betty has been through so much raising
Doris and Thomas…now this.”

Captain Eastman eased the
car up to the front of the old frame church. Sitting in the back
seat with reddened eyes was Betty beside the pastor. Stepping from
the car, Betty straightened the front of her dress. She looked at
her husband as if to ask, ‘Is it really
Thomas or has there been a mistake?’

As if reading her mind, Doc cleared
his throat and said, “Betty, it’s Thomas.”

They entered the church together and
down front the casket sat under the big cross supported on a set of
carpenter sawhorses.

“I have a million
questions, Captain Eastman, but they can wait until after this is
over. I want my grandson buried before the people in Huntsville
hear about this,” Betty said.

“Steve, if you are ready,
we will hold a funeral service right now,” the ranger
said.

Nodding an acknowledgement, Steve
Barkley stepped up on the platform holding his well-worn Bible and
the letter Willy had written explaining the last few minutes in
Thomas Taylor’s life. Looking down at the five people gathered on
the first pew he began.

“Today the six of us
gather in this small church to bid farewell to Shane Thomas Taylor.
His life was short and full of trouble, just like the Bible says.
But this morning reading this letter, I was overwhelmed at what I
believe is an amazing example of God’s grace in action.”

“Thomas was killed in the
act of committing a crime. Whether it was of his own free will or
by blackmail…it happened. This is a sad fact that cannot be denied.
He is dead, but the circumstances that brought Thomas into the very
act of lawful disobedience were the circumstances that God used to
bring Thomas back face to face with his Creator. Thomas was no
stranger to the truth of God’s word. He had been taught Bible
truths all his life by his grandmother Betty and Doc there, who
taught him in Sunday School. Betty and Doc continued through his
life praying for Thomas and beseeching God to save him. She refused
to give up on him and often asked for prayer in church for Thomas,
pleading for God to change his heart and save his soul.”

“Just last week, I
preached a funeral for a very wealthy man in this very church. The
rich man never came to church, so I wanted to talk to him before I
preached his funeral. His life had been very benevolent giving to
charities around the county. He was not only generous, but he was a
good man. Today if I had to be in that man’s place or Thomas’s, I
would choose to be in Thomas’s shoes. I visited that man while he
was on his death bed and before he died, I offered him a last
chance to repent and come to know the Lord, but he said he had
nothing to repent and felt he had lived a full and a very good
life. I had no doubt he was all he said he was. I do know in his
life he had not given his Creator so much as the time of day, and
in the course of our conversation he was not interested in doing so
then. His generosity was all that was left that I could preach
on.”

“As Thomas grew from the
day he was born, the seeds of faith had been planted firmly and he
took without question that the Bible was the word of God. In the
last days of his life he realized there was nothing he could do to
save himself. Realizing he was beyond human help, he cried out for
God to save him. Just like the thief on the cross…Thomas was
disgraced and dying without hope. The grace and mercy that saved
the thief on the cross next to Jesus was the very same grace and
mercy that saved Thomas that fatal day. The Bible says,
‘for by Grace are you saved through faith and that
not of yourself; it is the gift of God not of works lest anyone
should boast.’ How the angels of heaven
must have sung praises to God for demonstrating the power of his
grace extended to Thomas. For you see, angels cannot be saved once
they have sinned, to them Salvation is a great mystery. God’s mercy
and grace was extended to Thomas for he knew the Master’s voice
through his faith and saw the need for repentance.”

“There was another thief
on those crosses that, like the self-assured rich man’s pride in
himself, kept him from humbly asking the Savior for
forgiveness.”

“So, I submit to you
today: it is much better to preach a funeral for a repentant sinner
than a prideful lost man. Grace and saving is all God’s doing and
we have hope for Thomas today, not for anything he did, but for
what God did on his behalf,” Pastor Barkley concluded then stepped
down from the pulpit.

The rear door of the church opened and
one of the grave diggers eased inside carrying a spray of flowers
for the casket. The men outside had gathered the wildflowers that
grew abundantly along the road side; a thoughtful gesture which
touched Betty’s heart. Each person there signed the card for
Thomas’s grandmother and before dark the casket was lowered back
into the ground and another entry into “The Lambs Book of Life” was
completed.

C15 - Huntsville’s Revelation

"Captain Spillman, turn The Genesis around and make for the
Houston Ship Channel,” Jesse Rash said. Folding the paper, he tried
to figure out what had gone wrong. He had not received any
communications from Willy Baker as he should have. Thomas Taylor
should be safely aboard The Genesis. Instead, now he reads he is
dead and cousin Willy may well be the same way. All had gone well.
Willy had set the time and at the very last-minute Jesse and Amy
had made their appearance to the Medicine Man. They had to go back
to Huntsville and find out what had happened.
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“I’m only saying what I
heard Alton Cooke say.! The doc was there and several rangers.
JoeyAlton and Albert dug a casket up from the back of the
cemetery,” said the small man named E. J. Jones.

“There is something mighty
evil happening in that cemetery. The rangers know what’s going on,
but they ain’t telling nobody,” another said from the back of the
crowd.

Big Mike lifted his hands to
quitequiet everyone in the bar. “Everyone be quiet and let ACE.J.
finish what JoeyAlton said?”!”

“The casket was a real
expensive one, and Doctor Mueller had JoeyAlton and his men take it
to the church. JoeyAlton washed the mud off that casket like he was
cleaning a new car. Then the doc opened it up and sure enough there
was a body inside. He examined the body for a long time then closed
the casket back up. The rangers and Doc all stood around and talked
in low tones; they didn’t want anyone hearing what was being said.
The rangers said they would arrest anyone who tried to leave the
cemetery and Doc had the casket dried off and taken in the church.
The grave has a headstone with Thomas’s name already engraved on
it. But get this…there was no birth date, only the date when he
died. Thomas’s grandmother was brought from town and she was just
a-crying and carrying on. After they had a funeral, they buried
Taylor back in the same spot. Ain’t no way I ever want to be buried
in that cemetery! There is just too much evil around that place,”
E. J. said.

Around the table another beer drinker
said, “You know what I heard? Someone was buried back in the Civil
war days that weren’t fully dead and he clawed his way out of the
grave and now lives in the cemetery…half dead and half alive. That
might sound crazy…but I’m not going out there after dark! There is
something lurking around that cemetery killing people that come by.
Why do you think old man Waters wanted to sell that place so bad? I
heard he almost gave it away.” Someone sat a beer in front of the
talker, and he continued, “Those Bakers are still missing, and I
bet they are both cinders floating around the ashes of that burned
down barn. Their spirits are alive in the woods around that old
cemetery and at night there is wolves howling all night long. Right
now, the rangers are out there thicker than fleas on a dog’s back,
but they aren’t sayin’ nothin’.”

Bart stood behind the crowd listening
to the foolish talk. The conversation he was overhearing had
everyone in the bar huddled around one table. Now he knew what
Baker had done with Taylor’s body. His hands shook so bad he had to
put them in his pockets. He had walked in the bar a few minutes
earlier for a drink to settle his nerves, but now physically shaken
from the news about Thomas, he turned and walked out of the bar.
Maybe he and Ed should just leave town. Getting in the patrol car
he headed for Ed’s garage.
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Standing by the cabin door Ginny
Wilkerson spoke to Bonnie and said, “Go lay down on the sofa. I
promise if anything changes, I will wake you. For the baby’s sake
you need to get some rest. Annie and I will not leave Willy alone
for a single moment.”

Bonnie stretched out on the couch and
was instantly asleep. Outside Silas and Ellis sat in the swing and
listened to the sounds in the forest. Whittling on a piece of wood
Silas listened towhile Ellis talktalked. “I wonder why the rangers
and Doc left in such a hurry?” Ellis asked.

“I don’t know,” Silas
replied. “The captain asked that we stay here and watch the place,
just in case the women needed something. I heard the doc tell
Bonnie that he had done all that was possible. Now it was in the
Lord’s hands,” Silas said.

Ellis thought for a moment and said,
“The Lord didn’t help my baby sister. Did he, Silas?” Ellis
asked.

Replying gently Silas said, “Ellis,
maybe he did. She had something wrong with her from the very
beginning. Maybe he just looked down the road of her life and
decided to spare her a lot of grief. Doc says that Willy’s system
is poisoned, and his body will start shutting down because it can’t
overcome the poison.”

“Silas, maybe I shouldn’t
say anything at a time like this, but those pies sure are calling
my name,” Ellis said with a grin.

Silas replied, “I know what you mean!
I brought a couple of jugs of fresh milk this morning and lowered
them into the well. I bet they are good and cold now!” “I feel kind
of ashamed thinking of food at a time like this,” Ellis
said.

“Me to, too, Ellis…but we
will get over it,,” Silas said with a grin. “Let’s see if we can
beat those ladies out of a piece of that chocolate pie!”

C16 - It Looks Like Easter Sunday

Sunday morning at the First Baptist Church looked like an
Easter service. The normally reverent worshipers had been augmented
by people that seldom to never came to church. Word of Thomas
Taylor’s demise had filled the small town with speculation and
gossip. Every eye followed the choir as they filed in and a hush
fell. Today, the choir was one person short; the seat beside Doc
was empty. All eyes fell on him with questioning stares from across
the sanctuary. Doc Mueller had had a hard night, answering the
phone only to hang up when it was apparent it wasn’t someone in
need of a doctor. When the singing started, many bowed their heads
in prayer for the little grey-haired lady that had blessed so many
people in Huntsville over her life. The inquisitive sat whispering
to one another hoping to hear a word from Dr. Mueller.

Looking out at the people
standing along the walls and over flowing the pews Doc sighed. His
place in the choir was next to the door that led back into the
choir room and from there out the back of the church. He waited
until all heads were bowed in prayer then slipped out the side
door. He didn’t feel much like singing today and had attended
because of Betty’s instance. So, he would just head for home to be
with her. Besides he had a patient he needed to attend to. Doc had
hoped to do some praying this morning and seek a peaceful release
from the troubled events of the past few days, but that was not to
be. Trying to fetch his car keys from his pocket made him realize
he still had on his choir robe on. Mumbling to himself, he stood by
his car and removed the robe, “I should
have never agreed to this! It sounded crazy! The whole thing was
crazy. I should have told them so! Now how will I tell
Betty?”

Back in the church the atmosphere of
worship had been lost as the old pastor looked out across the
murmuring congregation, “This is the Lord’s House! We are here to
worship! No other topic will be permitted. Anything else will have
to be discussed after church.” Throughout his entire message people
slipped out the back of the sanctuary.

“Betty, grief always comes
in the morning,” Nate had told her. Across town Betty Taylor sat in
her kitchen as grief overwhelmed her for her Thomas. Neither she or
Doc had slept much the last night. Holding her coffee cup between
her hands she listened to the bells of the Methodist Church down
the street.

Thomas had missed out on the love of a
mother and father, but Betty and Doc had done their very best to
fill the void. They had known a sweet side of him that most folks
never saw. “Rest in peace, my child,” she said softly as tears ran
down her face. Taking up a pen she wiped her swollen tear stained
eyes and adjusted the paper on the table. Betty had known where
Doris was and had written her many letters through the years, often
begging her to acknowledge Thomas, but Doris had never answered any
of her letters. She guessed one more letter would go unanswered,
but she wanted her to know.

Grady O’ Hara and his wife drove up to
the front of Betty and Doc’s house that Sunday morning. The two had
skipped church. The two of them had gotten up early and cooked a
meal. In the back of his head Grady had an idea that little Katie
Watson would need a kindly woman to care for her while her mother
was at work in the candy store and Betty’s heart would need some
healing. Grady knew the best medicine for the broken heart of a
woman was the love of a child.

Fear and suspicion fueled rumors
around the small town. People who hated someone automatically
decided the object of their hate must be the murderer. New stories
were fabricated daily and the rumor mill cranked up to full speed.
The imaginations of the people of Huntsville had been ignited and
anything that was said was embellished until the rumors were out of
control. Bart had been overrun with concerned people, with rumors
about the killings and had finally got in his patrol car and spent
his time in a beer joint on the county line.

Ed Weeks sat in his house. Sunday was
usually his day for sleeping off the weekend's drinking, but lately
he had not felt much like drinking. He walked from window to window
looking out the closed curtains, his fears and suspicions running
wild. He wanted to take the old van he had stashed and run, but if
he did then surely, he would be a suspect in this mess.

C17 - Monday Morning’s Wake Up Call

Shelby Watson sat at the table drinking her morning cup of
coffee watching Beaver and Katie out in the yard. Beaver had hung a
tire swing from the oak tree and the two were enjoying each other
as if they had never been apart.

She hated to leave Katie in the care
of someone else, but she needed the work. They had never been apart
more than a few hours since Katie had been born. Mr. O’ Hara had
recommended the sitter highly and had suggested that it was what
Mrs. Taylor needed. At the moment, the only thing Katie wanted was
to be with her daddy. They got along great and as she watched the
two, her heart softened towards him a little.

This was the Beaver she knew before
the alcohol and shady friends. Tapping on the window, it was time
to walk Katie over to the sitter and then get to work. Beaver waved
goodbye and headed for the railroad yard. He had stayed at home
with Katie until the last minute.
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“That’s impossible! He
can’t be alive! The barn was an inferno when we walked out!” Smitty
yelled.

“They’re both alive in a
cabin back in the woods, guarded by Texas Rangers,” McDonald
said.

“How do you know all
that?” Smitty asked.

“Judd Smith found them and
got close enough to confirm it. Willy is in a bad way and may have
died by now, but Bonnie is alive for sure,” McDonald
said.

“If the sheriff found all
this out, maybe we underestimated him,” Smitty said.

“It was Judd, not that
bozo of a sheriff. He is becoming a problem. Judd thinks he’s about
to come unraveled. I want this mess cleaned up once and for all.
Judd tells me there are a couple of freelance shooters down there
trying to collect on a contract LaSalle put out on the killer of
his nephew and the Albino. Gino LaSalle is in jail, but his
organization is still up and running. I told Judd to contact the
shooters and see if they can take care of the sheriff for us. He
will also have them look for Mayfield and Hawkins.”

Smitty sat down and scratched his chin
and said, “What do you want done with the truck? We can’t just keep
driving it around the city, parking in a different truck stop every
day. Sooner or later it will attract attention.”

“You don’t worry about the
truck! If we don’t take care of this Texas matter, we will be
‘Doing-Time-in-Texas’. I don’t particularly care to visit the place
again. Leave the truck to me. I will take care of it…someway. I
just don’t want it in one of my warehouses until I’m sure there is
nothing attached to it.”

“Mac, it’s a long drive
back to Texas! Why don’t we just tell the sheriff to get it done?
Then we can bump him off. I stick out like a sore thumb down among
those cowboys!” Smitty said.

“Smitty, the sheriff
couldn’t take care of a parking ticket. I know personally he has no
backbone and Judd said he has always been a disappointment. Bonnie
alone can put us away for the rest of our lives and if Willy dies,
her testimony can get us the death penalty,” McDonald
said.

Smitty gave in and said, “Okay, okay…I
will be on my way in the morning.”

“You can sleep on the way.
Val will do the driving. Go get cleaned up and get a bag packed.
The sheriff will have you a fast car with a Texas tag waiting for
you at the truck stop outside of Houston,” McDonald
stated.

McDonald turned to Benny, “Take the
truck to the old abandoned warehouse out by the lake and guard it
around the clock. I will send our distributors out to take a look
after I figure if it’s safe.”
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“Captain, do you think
calling Chicago was wise? The police will let the mob know that we
are looking for this Chubby Hawkins and the Fred Mayfield guy,”
Ranger Cruise stated.

Captain Eastman responded, “I know,
and that is what I’m counting on. Those two lost the trucks. They
are either dead or running for their lives. I just want to let the
mob know we are not asleep down here. Just knowing we have figured
out their names will make them wonder what else we know. If those
two find out we are looking for them for murder, they might want to
make a deal. Get Hawkins’s and Mayfield’s name in all the
newspapers within a thousand-mile radius and make sure their names
end up in the Chicago papers.”

ααααααα

In a café in Louisiana a
man sat reading the latest development in the Huntsville crime
spree. It was getting to be real bizarre. A
body was buried in a cemetery in a new expensive casket at the very
time the Texas Rangers were in the middle of investigating two
murders in that very cemetery. To make matters even more bizarre, a
new headstone was set with only the date
of death and name. The body has been identified as Shane Thomas
Taylor. Less than a mile down the county road a mysterious barn
fire may have claimed the lives of a man and his wife that had
recently relocated to the small Texas town from Chicago.

Folding the paper, Fred
Mayfield sat drinking his coffee. He had liked Willy Baker and
hated to think he had succumbed to such a bad end. McDonald would
have such plans for him and Hawkins and if he had caught Willy, he
could surely catch him. He was only a truck driver, not a killer or
even a crook. He had only come down south to drive a truck for
McDonald. Fred sighed and cursed himself silently.
“I knew what kind of people I was dealing with! I
knew better!” he muttered to
himself.

“Mister, do you want a
refill on that coffee,” said the pretty girl standing next to his
table smiling at him.

“Yes, Ma’am, please,” Fred
answered sheepishly. He realized he had been talking to himself
under his breath. Living alone can do that to a person sometimes…he
had to watch that from now on.

Fred had separated himself
from Hawkins as soon as he could and had no idea where Hawkins was
now. But he knew that sooner or later the law, or worse, would
round him up. Hawkins would try and lay the blame on him. Putting
the paper under his arm Fred paid the bill and took one last drink
of the coffee. ‘Guess I will be doing time
in Texas, but I won’t take the heat for Hawkins!’
he muttered. It would take all day to get to
Huntsville from here. Best be getting down to the bus
station. ‘As soon as I make Huntsville, I
will turn myself in to the local sheriff,’ thought Fred as he was resolved to his end.
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The sign over the station
read West Houston, Greyhound Bus
Station. Chubby Hawkins washed his face in
the sink and looked at his reflection in the mirror. He had gotten
this far and for the last two days he had wandered the streets
around the bus station. Penniless, he had no idea what to do.
Sitting in the station he did not notice the man getting his shoes
shined while reading the Houston paper. The picture in the paper
was life-sized and a very good likeness of Hawkins. The man reading
the paper looked at a man standing a few feet behind Hawkins and
smiled. Things were looking up. Now if they could find Mayfield as
easy as this Hawkins fellow they would be in the money. The local
sheriff was another matter. The price on his head was big. Judd had
informed the two that the sheriff was the infamous Shine Ghost.
That meant they would get payment from the LaSalle family and at
the same time from the McDonald family. Judd Smith had come out of
this with quite a bit of change himself and hadn’t had to lift a
finger.

ααααααα

“McDonald, this is Paulie
down at the precinct, I got a little news you might be interested
in.”

“What’s the news, Paulie?
It better be good if you want to get paid,” McDonald
said.

“The ranger boys down in
Texas are looking for your man Hawkins and that gimpy-legged truck
driver on a murder warrant. They called my Captain a few minutes
ago and asked that we pick them up if they show up in Chicago,”
Paulie stated.

“Paulie, I want them two.
Let me know what else you hear.” Hanging up the phone McDonald
stood thinking about the new development. Before he took his hand
off the receiver the phone rang again.

“McDonald, you might want
to read the Houston paper tomorrow morning. Your man Hawkins made
the front page,” Judd said.

McDonald smiled as he lit a cigar and
said, “Glad we are back in business, Judd. Keep me posted and I
will send you and the New Orleans boys some candy.” Turning around
in his swivel chair he looked at the man sitting across from him in
his office. “How long has Smitty been on the road?”

McDonald’s man said, “They’ve been
gone a couple of hours. When they stop for the night Val said he
would call.”

McDonald replied, “Good! You stay by
the phone and let me know the minute they call. I need to talk to
Smitty.”

The next morning the Houston paper had
another picture in its early morning edition. The body of Chubby
Hawkins had been found in the alley next to the Greyhound Bus
station.

C18 - Facing Up

Fred Mayfield sat looking out the window, as the bus circled
the town square. It was almost five and he was getting a little
hungry. Before he went to see the local sheriff, he would have
himself a meal and a good night’s sleep. The diner across the
square looked like a good place to eat.

Grey Jack Mahoney stood just inside
the arrival door of the bus station and scrutinized every male that
came in on the greyhound buses. In his hand he held a photo of Fred
Mayfield. Birdie Stein stepped up behind Grey Jack and the two
stood watching as the people departed the bus. Fred sat in the back
of the bus and waited for the rest to depart before he got up.
Rising to his feet he stretched and made his way to the front of
the bus.

“Grey Jack, the sheriff is
across the street. Let’s go take a good look at this gent. He has a
lot more money on his head than the truck driver. It’s a long drive
back to Houston. I’m ready to call it a day,” Birdie
said.

The man called Grey Jack turned and
shook his head and said, “Let’s go. I doubt Mayfield will be stupid
enough to show up here.” Just as the two turned and walked away,
Fred stepped down from the bus. Walking a few steps behind them he
made his way across the square, totally unaware that death was only
a few feet in front of him.

It was dark before Fred finished his
meal and stepped back out on the street. Stretching, he spied a
brick ledge he could sit on. The town was peaceful now and a cool
breeze was blowing. Sitting on the brick he heard a sound behind
him that made him turn. A small boy sat playing in the dirt with a
toy truck. Sammy Johnson drove his small truck down a dirt road of
his own making; the sound of a car engine emanating from his
lips.

“I didn’t see you back
there,” Fred said. “You mind if I sit on your bricks
here?”

“No, Sir. I don’t mind,”
Sammy said.

“What made you pick this
spot to play with your cars?” Fred asked.

“My momma works in the
diner. I’m waiting for her to get off work. What are you doing
here?” Sammy asked.

“I guess I’m just saying
goodbye to freedom. I just wanted to sit here and look at this big
Texas sky for a little while,” Fred replied.

Looking down the street at the ominous
brick prison walls, he wondered if the prisoners ever looked up at
the stars and considered how big the sky was…for him that will be
the hardest thing about prison.

“Have you ever noticed how
big the sky is in Texas?” Fred asked.

“No, Sir. I never paid it
no mind. What does saying ‘goodbye to freedom’ mean?” Sammy
asked.

“I got mixed up with bad
people and involved in a criminal act, so I’m fixing to go to
jail,” Fred told the little boy.

“We got plenty of criminal
acts around here,” Sammy said. “Why, just the other day they found
old Thomas Taylor all dead and buried in a haunted cemetery. He
done been murdered and no one knows who did it. Momma says he is
the ghost that is haunting the cemetery.”

“Well, Sammy, Thomas
Taylor is why I’m here. I know who killed him, so I came to tell
the law what I know, and they will put me in jail,” Fred
said.

“If you didn’t do
nothing…why you going to jail?” Sammy asked.

“I was with the man that
did it,” Fred said.Sammy lost interest in playing with his toy cars
and came and sat by Fred. “Why was you wit’ the man that kilt
Thomas, Mister?” he asked.

“Sammy, my name is Fred
and I’m a truck driver. I was hired to drive a truck and I knew the
trucks were loaded with stolen goods, but I drove the truck anyway.
A bad man with a gun was supposed to ride with me and make sure no
one took my truck. Taylor was with a group of men that stole the
trucks and the bad man shot him as he was driving away,” Fred said
trying to explain to Sammy.

“Wow! Mister Fred, you
didn’t do anything! Why you gotta’ go to jail?” Sammy asked
again.

“I’m guilty by
association. That means I knew a bad thing was happening and I
didn’t do anything to stop it and that makes me guilty, too,” Fred
continued to explain to the young boy.

Martha Johnson stepped from the diner
where she worked as a cook and called her son. “Over here, Momma,”
Sammy called back. “I gotta go! Momma is a calling me.”

“Nice meeting you, Sammy.
Take care of yourself. Sammy you left your cars!” Fred
said.

“They will be alright back
there. I will play with them again tomorrow night,” Sammy
said.

Tipping his hat to Sammy’s
mom, Fred stood and made his way down the street. He had a room
over the diner, but he wanted to walk around for a bit before he
retired for the night. He was glad he had decided to come back to
Huntsville. Making that decision had lifted a great burden off his
mind. Fred’s life had started to shift over the line, so this would
clean the slate again. Passing a small church off the town square,
Fred noticed the door was open and the lights were on. A sign out
front said, ‘If you are looking for a
moment of peace…a chance to talk with God! Come on in! God never
sleeps.’ Fred decided he had neglected his
spiritual side long enough and church was a good place to sit for a
spell and think.

Sammy’s mom said to him as they walked
away, “Sammy, don’t you repeat what that crazy white man said. With
all the bad things that have happened around here the white folks
might blame the black community for all this trouble. You just
forget what you heard. No one will believe you no how. We might get
in trouble if you say anything.” Pulling Sammy along, she shook her
head saying, “I swear, we just have one trouble after another since
your daddy ran off with that no count Dorothy Jones.”

C19 - Amoral Men

Judd hung up the phone and sat thinking about the phone call.
Bart whispered under his breath. , “What did McDonald
want?”

“I let him know the two
mob guys have already found one of the drivers in Houston. The hit
men are here in Huntsville to get the other driver if he shows,”
Judd stated. He watched Bart pace nervously about the room.
McDonald had mentioned Bart as one of his big problems and wanted
him taken care of. “McDonald wants me to take care of the Bakers to
the tune of $5,000 dollars. He wants it done now. He also said two
of his men are on their way down here to help cleanup.”

“Why not wait for them to
show?” Ed said.

Judd looked down at his boots and ran
his hand over the stubble on his chin and said, “I might be able to
sneak in the cabin and put a pillow over Baker’s head. They would
think he just died, naturally.”

“Isn’t the five grand for
both of them?” Bart asked.

“Yes, the pretty wife,
too. I kind of hate that, but McDonald especially mentioned her.
Well…I guess it don’t matter, one or two,” Judd said.

“I don’t want to hear
anything about how or what you do. Don’t tell me anything,” Ed
said.

Ignoring Ed’s comment Judd scratched
his chin and said, “There’s not going to be much of a moon for the
next couple of nights.”

“Don’t you want to wait
for the mob guys to get here?” Bart asked.

“No time to wait. I do my
best work alone. As soon as I get the money, I will take care of
them. I don’t work until I get paid,” Judd stated.

“Why don’t you let someone
back you up, Judd? Ed is willing,” Bart added.

Judd looked at Ed. He didn’t care to
have Ed along so he said, “I will think about it, but I can’t wait.
It has to be done quickly. I will take care of this tomorrow night
if I have the money in my hands. McDonald also wants the two
drivers that worked with Baker.” He watched their faces and they
told him all he needed to know.

C20 - Sleepless Nights

It was early Wednesday morning. Bonnie got up from the old
rocker where she spent most of her time watching over Willy. His
breath was ragged. The only good thing was he didn’t seem to be
running a fever at the moment. Standing, she took up her hair brush
and began combing the unsightly thick hair. She needed a bath and
wanted to make herself more presentable. The old clock ticked
loudly and chimed telling her it was three am. Pulling the brush
through her hair she tried to visualize life without Willy. Every
time Willy had sighed or taken a sharp breath she had checked to
see if it had been his last. Restless and too exhausted to sleep
she got up and stood in the dark looking out the small window of
the bedroom. Wearily she turned and moved down the wall still
trying to pull the brush through her hair. A slight breeze came
through the window and she leaned her head back against the wall.
Her heart breaking, she sobbed knowing Willy was slipping away and
there was nothing she could do. Never in her life had she endured
such grief.

A metallic sound came to her and
Bonnie stiffened and pressed her back against the cabin wall.
Without breathing she listened intently to the sounds of the night.
There was someone out there and she was thankful she hadn’t lit a
candle or lantern. Across the dark room a mirror hung on the wall.
The reflection of the moon light through the window was the only
light. Suddenly in the mirror she saw the outline of a head peering
in the small window. Bonnie caught her breath stifling a gasp...not
daring to move. She was thankful the room was too dark for anyone
to see in. Slowly the shadow turned and headed for the front of the
cabin. Quickly she stepped back to the door that opened into the
main room. The quiet breathing of Annie laying on the wooden bench
was the only sound. Panic set in as she rushed into the main room
and slid the wooden peg into the lock on the door. She stood
holding her breath; her trembling hand against the door. Bonnie
heard a slight creak from the boards on the porch. Someone had
stepped up on the porch. She shivered in fear as the door moved
against her hand. Someone was trying the lock. In near panic she
backed over to where Annie was sleeping and put her hand over
Annie's mouth as she whispered, “Wake up Annie! Someone is outside
trying to get in the cabin!”

Annie jerked awake and Bonnie removed
her hand from her mouth. For a moment, the only sound was the sound
of the two breathing as they stood in the dark room. Annie’s
breathing came in frightened gasps as she woke into this
nightmare.

“I locked the door just
seconds before the door moved against the lock,” Bonnie whispered.
“Oh my gosh! The window!” she whispered frantically as she ran back
in the bedroom. Taking a nail from the sill she pushed the small
window closed and slid a nail through the hasp. A scraping sound
brought her back to the main room. In the darkness Annie was
pushing the heavy bench across the wooden floor to place it against
the front door. All was dark and only the outlines of the small
kitchen window could be seen. It would be hours before anyone from
the main house came to check on them. Fear gripped the two women as
they stood in the dark listening to a deafening quiet. A creaking
board on the front porch signaled that someone was at the front
door again. Their minds raced as each considered what to do. Trying
to find a weapon of some kind, Annie realized she was holding her
purse which held nothing except lipstick and a finger nail
file.

Annie stepped back from the front door
just as the door moved against the bolt and bench. There was no
mistake…someone was trying to get in the house. A large shadow
moved across the window and she gasped and jumped back. In the
darkness they lifted the end of the wooden bench and leaned it
against the front door. Again, someone tried the door. Moving back
to the center of the room the two stood in the dark room in stark
terror.

Judd leaned back against a
tree and frowned. The night was perfect with a deep darkness. He
should have never brought Ed. He was clumsy and noisy. No doubt
someone in the house had heard him floundering around in the
darkness. Without him it would have all been over by now. They
would have died in their sleep. The war years had made a killing
machine out of Judd. He always enjoyed the adrenalin rush. When the
war ended, he had been at a loss to explain his existence. To him
there was no significant difference in the life of a dog or man.
Why was he here? He surely didn’t need the money. He was well off
before he and Harlan had stepped into a money pot with the shine
business. There was no logic to this. He was somewhat surprised at
himself. The war had conditioned him much more than he had
realized. He wished it had never ended. He loved the killing and
his survival instincts had made him a force to deal with in the
German forest. The night was humid, and a dense foliage wrapped the
cabin in darkness. Judd thought determinedly, ‘It is now or never! Another two hours and daylight will
break. This has to be finished and they have to be miles from here
by morning. He must do this as quickly as possible.’

Slipping the razor-sharp hunting knife
blade in the crack of the door he lifted the wooden latch. A flash
of dim light was all the warning the two women had indicating
someone had entered by the rear door. Holding on to each other they
backed against the front wall of the cabin. Slowly the intruder
made his way across the floor of the cabin with the knife ready.
Judd was unaware that there were two women in the room. His mind
and body was trained for this type of encounter. He was unfamiliar
with the cabin but even in the dark he knew a few more steps would
get him within arm’s length of anyone. Moving slowly, he tried to
locate the woman by her breathing.

Petrified, Bonnie and Annie stood by
the front door. Terror struck as the smell of a sweaty body
permeated the dark room. Someone was getting close to them. Putting
her hand over Annie’s mouth Bonnie stood quietly. Moving along the
wall they came to the front door where they positioned themselves
between the wooden bench and the front door.

Breathing as quietly as he could, Judd
Smith made his way across the floor inch by inch. The knife was
ready to strike as he crept across the floor. A woman’s scent came
to him in the darkness arousing him and quickening his pulse. It
would have grieved him to kill such a beauty only a few years ago.
Now after the war it didn’t seem to matter. He reasoned that it was
just a job and he always made it as painless and quick as possible.
After all, everyone dies eventually.

In the main house Susie rose suddenly
from the rug in Jerry’s room and listened. Barking loudly, she ran
to the open window and with one leap she tore through the screen
and raced across the field. A flower vase sitting on the desk in
front of the window fell with a crash to the floor.

“What’s the matter?” Ben
asked as he rushed in Jerry’s room.

Jerry sat rubbing the sleep from his
eyes and said, “I don’t know, Dad! Susie was laying on the rug and
suddenly she barked and jumped out the window. Right though the
screen!” Both of them looked out the window. The barking of the dog
was heard as she headed in the direction of the cabin.

“Something is not right,
and the dog knew it. I’m going back to check on Bonnie!” Ben said
grabbing his boots and running out the door. Bonnie heard the
barking of Susie as she raced across the fields. The sound gave her
a moment of hope.

Behind the upended bench the women
quaked in fear. Annie shook violently, unable to control her fear.
The man’s scent became stronger and stronger. Straining her ears
Bonnie stood trying to hear the slightest of sounds that would
locate the person in the room. She could hear the beating of her
own heart in her ears. From the bedroom a weak groan brought her to
near panic realizing Willy lay helpless in the room. The intruder
must not get past her to him. Fear and desperation gave her the
courage she needed as she set aside the desire to survive. The
scent of an unwashed body was repugnant, and Annie was near
complete panic. Her breathing was getting audible. Bonnie knew this
had pinpointed their location. Making a scraping sound on the back
of the wooden bench, a shuffle of movement brought her to action
pushing the heavy bench like a tall tree over into the darkness. A
thud and a curse sounded in the room signaling she had hit her
mark. Turning she jerked the door open and shoved Annie out. “Go
get Dad! Run for the house! Run, Annie! Run!” she screamed.
Something struck her in the back and a sharp pain coursed through
her body. She was unable to take a deep breath as she staggered out
the door and fell on the front porch.

Running from the house Annie ran head
long into a large figure. He did not expect the flight through the
door and fell backwards. He grabbed Annie’s cotton gown as he fell.
Just as quickly, she buried her finger nail file in his coat
sleeve. A grunt came from the dark figure as she jerked free and
ran screaming down the trail. Clad in a white cotton gown she felt
the tall grass whip her legs as she made the open pasture with the
heavy breathing of someone in pursuit behind her. Too heavy and
cumbersome, Ed was no match for Annie in a foot race. Cursing
wildly, he tripped in the dark. Forgetting stealth, he pulled his
pistol and fired at the fleeing figure. The roar of the gun was
magnified in the cool night air and echoed across the pasture.
Annie felt the shell cut a hole though the cotton gown just missing
her side.

The element of surprise was lost and
suddenly the lights were on in the house on the hill. Ed gave up
the chase and after sending another shot echoing through the dark,
he turned and ran for the cabin. They must get away from here now.
There would be people coming down from the house at any time.
Running back to the cabin he saw Bonnie laying on the porch with a
knife sticking out of her back. In the moonlight, through the cabin
door he saw Judd kneeling on the cabin floor. Stopping long enough
to peer in the door, Ed whispered, “Let’s get out of here! Someone
is coming down from the house!”

Judd tried to get up then fell back
down. Sliding a pistol from his belt he said, “Help me! I’m
bleeding like a stuck pig!” Ed started for the porch then beneath
the porch a deep growl penetrated the darkness. Ed’s nerves failed
him, and he backed along the length of the porch. A pair of red
eyes shining in the ever-increasing moonlight was too much for him.
“Come back here you coward and help me!” Judd shouted. Feeling the
flow of blood from his neck he said, “Well hell!” He knew full well
he was beyond help. All he wanted was one last shot…at Weeks. He
was a fool to have brought Ed with him. Weeks had caused this
simple job to go bad.

Backing along the porch Ed felt blood
running down his arm and his courage failed him. Through the woods
he fled, briars and limbs slapping his clothes and face as he
ran.

As Annie raced across the field, from
out of nowhere Susie sailed past her toward the cabin. A figure
loomed out of the darkness and the voice of Bonne’s father said,
“Annie, what has happened?”

Hysterically she cried, “Get your gun!
Get your gun! Send for help!”

Turning around Ben Wilkerson ran back
across the field to the house.

Laying on the cabin porch Bonnie
raised her head trying to breathe. Reaching under her for the
agonizing pain she found a knife blade sticking from her chest. Her
vision blurred and she passed out again.

Judd Smiths life’s blood was pouring
out beyond his control. He laughed to himself and said, “Just when
everything was getting back on track. Oh well, I knew it was always
a possibility.” He cursed regretting he didn’t get a chance to take
Weeks with him. Laying back on the floor he relaxed and
died.

In the field Annie regained her
courage and raced back to the cabin. Not knowing what she would
find, she stopped in the yard and approached cautiously. The sparse
moonlight played tricks on her and every shadow held danger. The
pale moonlight revealed the body of Bonnie laying on the porch half
in and half out of the cabin door. A cold chill went over her as
she saw the knife sticking out of Bonnie.

Susie had reached the cabin and stood
over the form of her fallen mistress barking wildly. Slowly Annie
circled the porch. Just inside the open door the soles of a man’s
boots lay motionless. Time passed slowly then early morning came
with Annie holding Bonnie’s head in her lap. Her eyes glued to the
grotesque knife handle against Bonnie’s back.

As the car raced out of Huntsville,
Doc leaned over the front seat, “How long has it been?” he
asked.

“We got the call about
fifteen minutes ago,” Cage said. “The call came in at ten minutes
to five. It took us five minutes to get to your house.”

“What happened?” Doc
asked.

“Someone got in the cabin
and stabbed Bonnie! That’s all I know. She has a knife sticking
through her chest!” Cage reported.

“Lord, have mercy! Didn’t
the rangers have someone watching the Bakers?” Doc said.

“Doc, we thought they were
secure. We didn’t have anyone watching the cabin,” Cage
said.

“Did you have to let that
wild Indian drive? Lightfoot, we’re not going to do anybody any
good if we get killed by your driving!” Doc yelled.

“Just hang on, Doc! It’s
not true that the American Indian is inherently a bad driver…Sit
back and relax. I will get you there in one piece…I hope,” Chief
Lightfoot said.

“The turnoff is just a few
miles ahead! Don’t you think you should start slowing my car down?
You’ve already lost one of my hubcaps!” Doc exclaimed.

“I agree with you, Doc,”
Cage said. “I’m just too scared to say anything. Who would have
thought this old clunker would go this fast,” Cage said.
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The diner was a buzz when Bart entered
for his morning coffee. Setting a cup in front of him Judy said,
“Bart, you are a day late and a dollar short as usual.”

Irritated, Bart looked at the waitress
standing in front of him. Her face was his worst nightmare. “You
know, Judy, you really get on my nerves sometimes,” Bart
said.

With a big grin on her face, she
snapped the gum she was chewing knowing it irritated the sheriff.
“Judy, stop snapping that blasted gum and go wait on someone who
can stand you! I can’t this morning!” Bart said
sarcastically.

Judy loved every minute of tormenting
him and raised her hand admiring her deep red nails. She looked at
Bart and said, “The rangers were here this morning for breakfast
when I got a call for them. The next thing I know they left out of
here like a covey of quails. The best I could make out, someone
else is dead. They needed the doc, so the dark skin ranger told me
to call Doc and tell him they were on their way.”

“What……who?” Bart
questioned.

“I don’t know who! I
answered the phone and the woman on the other end of the line
wanted a ranger. Do you know that Indian ranger is a Comanche
Chief? Anyway, he took the phone…turned and said, 'let’s go, the
Baker’s.' That’s all he said, and it was enough to darn near get
the table turned over from the scramble. He handed the phone back
to me and told me to call Doc and that’s what I did!” Judy
said.

Fred had been sitting at the corner
table and decided it was time to turn himself over to the law.
Standing he walked over to Bart and tapped him on the
shoulder.

“Sheriff…I,” Fred
said.

“Not now! I’m busy…can’t
you see that!” Bart said cutting him off in mid-sentence. Bart
shoved past Fred and headed out the door. ‘Judd was cold and ruthless and would not make
mistakes,’ he thought.

“Wait a minute, Sheriff! I
need to talk to you!” Fred called after him.

Storming out of the diner Bart called
back over his shoulder, “I don’t have time to talk to you! Stay out
of my way!” Customers in the diner snickered at Fred and went back
to drinking coffee, speculating on what had happened now. Turning
to Judy, Fred asked, “What does a person have to do around here to
get arrested?”

Grinning Judy sized him up. “Sugar,
you might as well have a seat and have a cup of coffee.” Sliding a
pencil through the bun on her head she said, “It’s going to be a
doosey of a day here in Huntsville! I can feel it coming! Do you
want breakfast with your coffee, Handsome?”

Fred grinned and sat down. “I think I
might have breakfast at that,” he said.
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Doc bent over Bonnie and studied the
knife and said soothingly, “I want you to be perfectly still. The
knife went through your shoulder at a good place. Two inches one
way or the other and you wouldn’t be here. There are no major blood
vessels around there. It appears to have just missed your shoulder
blade. I will remove the knife. The problem is you are pregnant.
I’m afraid to give you anything for the pain. The blade is thin and
long it will slide out easily. As soon as I get you bound up, I
want to take you to the clinic so my nurse can keep an eye on
you.”

“Get this thing out of me
doc, and I’m not going anyplace. I have a patient of my own!”
Bonnie said grimacing.

“So, you do! I just looked
at him. He is getting some color back in his face. What have you
been doing for him?” Doc asked, as he inspected the
knife.

“Prayer and constantly
reassuring him he will be all right. We have been feeding him
strong soup and water with an eye dropper. His only response is to
swallow. Doc, quit fooling around and get this thing out of me!”
Bonnie said pleadingly.

“A couple of you boys come
over here and assist me,” he said. Sitting her up, two of the
rangers held her still as Doc put disinfectant on the blade and
pulled the knife out from behind. As the knife came out, Bonnie
groaned and lost consciousness. Taking a wet towel, Annie bathed
her face until the color came back. A few stitches and some
antiseptic later, Doc immobilized the arm with a sling. Lifting her
up, the rangers placed her on the bed beside Willy.

Doc Mueller returned to the main room
after looking at Willy and making sure Bonnie was comfortable.
Eying the blanket-covered body on the floor Doc said, “Cage, let’s
take a look at what we have here.” The ranger pulled back the
blanket not telling Doc who lay beneath it.

Doc Mueller exclaimed, “My word, Cage!
That’s Judd Smith! He’s a strange man, but I would have never
figured Judd for something like this!” Bending over the body Doc
looked at every sign of a struggle. “Judd took a bad lick on his
face but what did him in was the cut on his neck.” Looking at the
overturned bench laying on the floor, Doc spied a long nail. Blood
had dried on the nail point and along the bottom of the bench. He
then reported, “The nail opened his jugular vein. He had to know he
was doomed and would bleed to death. A couple of you boys help me
get him out of here so we can clean up this mess,” Doc
stated.

The rangers placed the body in the
back of a pickup truck and covered it with a tarp. A few minutes
later Bart walked into the clearing. Looking first at the three
rangers, he walked up to the back of the pickup truck where they
had placed the body. “Who is under the blanket?” he asked.
Lightfoot stood on the other side of the truck and flipped the
blanket over. Physically shaken, Bart asked, “That’s Judd Smith!
What happened here?”

Ranger Lightfoot replied, “This man
broke in the cabin last night and tried to kill Bonnie Baker. You
have any idea why he would do that?”

“I don’t know! This man is
just a rancher. It looks like he is past telling. I didn’t know the
Bakers were alive. The rumor is they were burned up in the barn
fire,” Bart stated.

“Not the case, Sheriff,”
Lightfoot said.

“Where is Baker anyway?”
Bart asked.

“He is not around. Seems
he spends a lot of time on the road these days. A traveling
salesman I understand. We are looking for him now. You see him,
Sheriff, you let us know,” Lightfoot said looking at Bart’s
expression.

“Sheriff, how did you find
us way back here in the woods? This cabin is pretty well hidden,”
Ranger Mike asked.

Coolly Bart said, “I didn’t find
anyone at the house, so I started looking around. I saw the smoke
coming from the chimney, so I came back to investigate.”

Doc stood at the cabin door listening
to the conversation. Drying his hands on a towel he said, “Bart,
you need to notify Judd’s next of kin. I guess that would be Willow
Smith? I need one of you rangers to drive the body back to the
funeral home in Huntsville. Tell Digger I will be there in a few
minutes to fill out the death certificate. The Smith’s will come
out of the woods like locust to see Judd. Smith came from Scrappin’
Valley. He was a legend to the Smith clan down there. I will
release the body to the family this afternoon,” Doc
said.

“How’s your patient, Doc?”
Bart asked.

“She is doing fine!
Finally went to sleep from exhaustion. She will be real sore for a
month or two. She came really close to meeting her maker last
night!” Doc replied.

The grey mist of dawn burned away. Up
where the barn had stood a rooster crowed. Sitting on a charred
gate post the old cock ruffled his feathers. He turned his head
from side to side listening to his own sound echoing across the
meadow. Stepping from the cabin and looking out across the field,
Doc sighed and put his coat back on as he said, “Boys, this is one
heck of a mess. I’m getting to expect to hear of someone getting
killed every day.” Looking around at the men with badges he sighed
again and said, “You need to get to the bottom of this, and
soon.”

“You are right, Doc, but
our witnesses always turn up dead. As many loose end’s as we have
something has got to break soon,” Mike said.

“I wonder if anyone
besides God knows what is going on around here?” Doc
sighed.

Bart left the men and headed back for
the Smith’s farm. This was not what he expected to find. This had
been botched and Baker was probably still alive. Doc had purposely
lied to him concerning Baker’s whereabouts. They were hiding things
from him.

“Doc, come see,” Lightfoot
said. They all followed Doc back into the cabin where they found
Willy’s eyes open, looking around the room.

“Mr. Baker, you are one
fortunate man,” Doc said with a grin.

“Water,” was the only
response Willy was able to give. Next to him laid Bonnie. Her eyes
ebbing with tears of joy, her face flushing with pain. Doc checked
Willy’s eyes and found them responsive.

“Annie, you and Mike help
me get him in a sitting position. He has been down too long, and
fluid has begun to build up in his lungs. He has a chance…a real
good chance,” Doc said as he winked at the teary-eyed
Bonnie.

“Mike, keep everything
under control here! I’m headed for Huntsville to get the Captain.
Don’t leave this cabin for any reason. I will be back as soon as I
can, but while I’m in town I’m going to get some sleep,” Lightfoot
said.


C21 - Ragged Edge

Ed sat in his garage. His nerves were shot and he needed a
drink in the worst way. The last time he had seen Judd he was
sitting on the floor of the cabin. Had he finished the job or
not?…he had been crazy to go with Judd. Taking a deep breath, he
decided he would open his shop as usual and start work early. It
was an anxious morning for Ed. Around nine a.m., the sheriff’s car
pulled into Ed’s garage. Stepping from the car Bart had a look of
complete distress. Looking nervously around he took out a
cigarette. His hand shook as he held the match.

“Ed, what went wrong out
there?” Bart asked.

“Slow down,” Ed said
wiping his hands on a greasy rag.

“Raise my hood so this
will look official,” Bart said. “Judd is dead.” The rag Ed was
holding slipped from his hand. “You didn’t know?” Bart asked. “You
were there…what happened?”

“Judd is dead?” Ed’s hand
trembled and he cussed bitterly.

Ed tried to explain, “The plan
backfired, and we had to leave fast. I ran by the cabin door and
saw Judd getting up from the floor. I don’t know…everything
happened so fast. The Baker woman was dead on the porch with Judd’s
hunting knife sticking through her chest. I freaked out! I figured
he would be right behind me!”

Ed nervously replayed the events of
the night as he continued, “We didn’t know, but there were two
women in the cabin. Judd entered by the back and I went to the
front. The door was locked, and I couldn’t get in. Suddenly the
door swung open and the blonde woman knocked me down as she ran out
of the cabin. I chased her but she was too fast, so I fired a shot
at her!”

“Did you hit her?” Bart
questioned.

“No, I had this blasted
hood over my head and couldn’t see clear to shoot!” Ed
stated.

“You idiot! Burn that
thing now!” Bart exclaimed.

“One of the women got a
lucky swing at Judd! His throat was cut, and he bled to death. Why
didn’t you finish the job? The black-haired woman is still alive!”
Bart said.

Ed stuffed the hood in the stove and
said, “My shot woke up everyone for miles around and the girl stood
out in the field and screamed her head off. Wow! That woman can
scream. It wasn’t but a few seconds and I heard people shouting in
the field. That big dog of old man Waters or something else was
coming after me. I had to get out and quick!”

“Judd is dead! What do we
do now?” Bart asked.

“So, Judd is dead! Do you
think they will figure this out?” Ed asked.

“You blew this, Ed! Real
bad! The mob is not going to like this…at all. We will tell them
Judd was working by himself,” Bart stated as if that would clear
them with the mob.
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“Beaver, you keep looking
over the tracks at that apartment. Why don’t you take the rest of
the day off and take Shelby to a movie?” Mr. Benson
asked.

Beaver grinned and said, “Thanks, Mr.
Benson! I really appreciate this! The movie sounds like a good
idea.” A few minutes later Beaver had put away his tools and
crossed the tracks.

Carl Benson smiled to himself as he
leaned against the office door post. He had lost his son in the
war. From this very rail yard, he had watched his son board a train
for the enlistment center. Oddly enough, Beaver looked a lot like
Joe with that space between his front teeth and that mischievous
smile.

Carl and JoAnn had only
one son and their world had rotated around that boy. JoAnn had
never gotten over the loss of Joe and her dying words were,
‘Carl, I’m going to see Joe.’ With them both gone it had left him void of any purpose in
life apart from his farm and the work he did at the little Baptist
church. Now he had another hill to climb and this was the last one
he would have to face. He had a disease called cancer and there was
nothing the doctors could do. Doc Mueller had driven him to Houston
and had cried when his old friend had been diagnosed. Believing the
treatment to be futile, Carl had returned to Huntsville to get his
affairs in order. The only thing of value he had was the ranch.
Since word had gotten out of his illness, his brother Bruce had
been coming around. Bruce was a drinker and never showed up unless
he wanted to borrow money. He and his two sons were his only
relatives and after Carl’s death they would legally claim the
ranch. He didn’t intend to give his life’s work to that bunch of
freeloaders.

Carl had taken a real liking to Shelby
and Beaver and hoped Beaver was the kind of man that learned from
his mistakes. He wanted a family to have his place. A family with
children to play in the barn and fields like his son had done. He
would feel them out at supper tomorrow night. Time was short and he
wanted to make sure that all his ducks were in a row.

Through the kitchen window Shelby
watched Beaver crossing the tracks. When he came closer to the
house, Shelby asked, “You're home early today. Is everything
okay?”

“I was sent home early to
take you to a movie! Mr. Benson said I am the best worker he has.
How would you like to go out on a date?” Beaver asked
sheepishly.

“I’ll think about it,” she
said.

“I think you should take
me up on the offer!” Beaver said with a smile.

Shelby leaned on the window seal and
looked at Beaver, dirty from head to toe standing there in the
yard. A large smudge on his cheek made his grin comical. “Well, I
haven’t been to a movie since you took me five years ago. I
certainly hope the movie is worth the wait! Why don’t you come in
here and let’s see if we can clean you up? A little soap and water
just might make you presentable,” she said. The two smiled at each
other and Beaver took the steps two at a time.

C22 - Dark Legend

The death of a legend like Judd Smith always brings shock and
astonishment. Judd wasn’t in the war long but distinguished himself
as a war hero. He was a rancher that was liked by those who knew
him. There was a dark sinister side to the tall lanky man a side
that only a few knew existed. Those who walked on the dark side
knew him to be a different man all together. Over the course of his
life there had been a trail of deaths that he had never been
suspected of. ‘More dangerous than the
street bully is the cougar that crouches in the darkness for its
kill.’ Judd’s latest exploits were
shocking. He had tried to kill two women and in a freak turn of
events had been killed himself.

The Smith ranch was in need of mowing
but for the most part looked to have been cared for by someone who
loved the land. Cage drove along the lane that was bordered by
white picket fences. Cattle grazed in fields along the lane. He had
heard all the stories of Judd Smith in the last few days. The place
was well kept and fall flowers filled the yard. There was a woman’s
touch to the place. Willow turned from her work in the yard to
greet the ranger. “I have seen you in town. I remember you from the
night I sat with my stepson in the funeral home. Now we meet again
under similar circumstances,” Willow said shaking her head in
dismay.

Cage responded, “Your place looks
nice. It has been well kept.”

“I owe that to Judd.
Unlike my dead husband, Judd didn’t mind hard work when he wasn’t
out in the woods,” Willow stated.

“I need to take a look at
his things,” Cage said.

“After my husband died,
Judd stayed away from the house. He lived in an apartment in the
barn. I always stayed away from his apartment. He was a private
kind of person. I haven’t had a chance to take a look at his
apartment. The times I was in his apartment it was cleaner than my
house,” Willow said.

As the two walked into the barn Willow
said, “When the sheriff brought me the news, I was not surprised
about Judd like most people have been. I have seen a dark side of
Judd that was kept hidden from most people. My late husband once
told me, ‘I may be a drunk but I’m not half as bad as Judd.’ That
was just one of his comments that led me to believe he was afraid
of his own brother. Judd was a strange man,” she said.

“I’m looking for anything
that will shed some light on why he would try to kill the Bakers,”
Cage said. Swinging the door open they stood looking around the
room to reveal a clean orderly room with few pieces of
furniture.

“I’m not sure as to what
I’m looking for so we will just look around. Tell me all you care
to divulge about Judd if you don’t mind,” Cage asked.

“He never bothered me and
spent most of his time away or in the woods. Judd was originally
from Scrappin’ Valley and all his kin still live back there in the
valley. He had some dealings in Houston and sometimes he was gone
for weeks. He would come and go at all hours of the day and night.
Seldom did any of his acquaintances come here. Occasionally he
would go to Houston and I suspect he spent some time with women
that would be considered shady,” Willow stated. “It is obvious that
he did little more than sleep here. A few days ago, a couple of men
showed up. Their accent was strange. One introduced himself to
Judd. Without answering Judd got them out of my
hearing.”

“Did you remember the
name?” Cage asked.

“I did, because it was a
strange name. It was Birdie Stein. It seemed they were looking for
someone,” Willow said.

On one wall, articles clipped from the
papers of the murders in Huntsville looked as if he had a keen
interest in the cases. Walking around in the room Cage noticed the
gun case that Judd had made from a large clothes bureau. “If he
made this, it appears he was good with wood work. This is a
beautiful gun case,” Cage said as he picked each gun up and
inspected it. “This is quite a collection,” Cage said.

“Judd liked to shoot and
was forever tinkering with a gun he picked up from someone. I never
could get him into any long conversation. After he said what he
wanted to say, that was the end of the conversation and he would
walk away. He kept this ranch running smooth and I stayed out of
his way,” she said.

Inspecting the guns in the case, Cage
noticed the floor had long scratch marks indicating the heavy
bureau had been moved back and forth. Willow watched as he moved it
away from the wall. Looking at the wall behind the bureau he didn’t
see anything unusual at first. A bit of wood had been broken off
one of the boards and at closer inspection he saw where a knife
blade had been inserted in the crack several times. Taking out his
pocket knife, Cage inserted the blade and the board moved out
easily. Looking back at Willow he reached into the crack of the
wall and pulled a rifle wrapped in a deer hide from the wall. For a
few minutes they both looked at the rifle he held in his
hands.

“This is an unusual rifle.
I don’t think I have ever seen a barrel this long or a scope this
nice. No doubt it is setup for long distance shooting. I need to
take this with me…for some tests. I will give you a receipt and
return it later.” For more than an hour Cage looked through Judd’s
belongings. “I don’t see anything else that looks important. If you
come across anything else, please give me a call,” Cage said before
he left the ranch.

Willow stood looking at the apartment.
After the funeral she would gather all of Judd’s clothes and hire
someone to help run this ranch. Picking up his overalls draped over
a chair she heard a metallic sound as something hit the floor.
Looking down, she saw a key and for a long time she stood looking
at the key. She had seen that key before. It came to her the key
was to the old safe her late husband had given Judd years ago.
Looking around the room, the safe was not to be found. It was too
large to hide in here. Dropping the key in her apron pocket she
figured she would look for it later.

C23 - Every Road Leads to Huntsville

Monday morning in Huntsville, the courthouse was bustling.
Reporters from all corners of Texas entered the building as soon as
it had been unlocked. By ten o’clock the Judgejudge had to have the
building cleared of anyone who was not conducting business in the
building. No one was allowed in but the rangers who were waiting
for Captain Eastman to arrive from Austin. Reporters mingled with
one another and curious citizens around the courthouse. Captain
Eastman got out of his sedan and headed for the courthouse only to
be swamped by a flurry of reporters.

“Captain what about the
dead man?” One reporter called out. “Isn’t he the uncle of the man
killed at the cemetery?”

“How about the woman he
tried to kill? Will she live?” shouted another.

“Have you found the
mastermind behind all this?” a third reporter called
out.

“Is someone lurking around
the cemetery killing people at night?” said another.

Captain Eastman pushed through the
crowd into the courthouse. Standing in the hall next to the
courtroom, George Ford looked out of place in jeans with the old
weathered leather briefcase. Shaking hands with the Judgejudge,
Eastman continued down the hall until the two came to
George.

“George, this is the head
of the Texas Rangers out of Austin,” Judge Stewart introduced the
Captain. The two shook hands while the Judgejudge continued, “What
are you doing now that you have the bar exam behind
you?”

“Judge, I’m here to
represent Mr. Baker in this matter,” George Ford stated.

“George, we haven’t
charged Baker with anything yet. By the way, I heard about that dog
incident the other day. Your dog really got old man Franks in an
uproar. I would have given anything to have seen that,” Judge
Stewart said.

“That was not my dog…I
only paid the bill because Mr. Franks was so irate,” George
said.

The judge continued to tease the young
lawyer and said, “That’s what a good lawyer should always say.
Nothing is ever the fault of the accused.”

Disgusted with the kidding, George sat
down as the judge and ranger walked on down the hall.

“Captain Eastman, I hope
you have something good to tell me…like a break in the case?”
Stewart asked.

“Judge Stewart, all my
bungling criminals are getting themselves killed before I can get
some answers,” replied Captain Eastman.

“Well, I guess we can be
glad that the victims win out once in a while. Let’s go in my
chambers and have a cup of coffee. It looks like we might be at
this for a while. George, you might as well come along. We have a
lot to discuss,” the judge called back over his
shoulder.

Once in his chambers the judge said,
“Daniel, at your request, I issued warrants for one Chubby Hawkins
and Fred Mayfield. I read that Hawkins was found dead behind the
Greyhound bus station in Houston. What progress have you made
apprehending Fred Mayfield?”

“Nothing has turned up on
Mayfield yet. I think he may be trying to figure out what to do
next with the law and the mob both breathing down his neck,”
Captain Eastman replied.

Later that morning Cage arrived at the
courthouse with Alice and Billy Parks. Instantly they were swamped
by reporters as the three made their way into the courthouse.
Eastman had stationed a ranger at each door to make sure no one
entered that did not have business there. Anyone in the company of
a ranger was immediately covered with reporters asking questions.
As he entered the courthouse Cage saw Silas and Ellis signaling him
from the corner of the building. Once inside he found Captain
Eastman.

Walking up to Captain Eastman, Cage
said, “Captain, these are the Parks, Billy and Alice. May I leave
them with you for a moment? Silas is outside and looks like he
needs to see me. I will be back after I see what he wants.” Outside
Cage made his way through the crowd and met Silas at the far end of
the square.

“There is a rumor in the
black community that a man is here in town claiming he was at the
shooting of Thomas Taylor. He evidently talked to a kid by the name
of Sammy Johnson night before last. Ellis went and talked to the
mother and Sammy. He says the story sounds true,” Silas
said.

“How old is this kid?”
Cage asked.

“Sammy is about seven or
eight and prone to exaggerate a might, so it took Ellis a while to
get the story straight. The man walked with a limp and his name is
Fred,” Silas replied.

Looking around at the crowd Cage said,
“Silas, you and Ellis walk around town. See if you can find a man
with a limp. I will relate this to the Captain and join you in the
search.” As Silas and Ellis left, Cage was tapped on the
shoulder.

“I understand you are
looking for me?” Beaver said.

Cage responded, “Come on, Beaver! I’m
headed back in the courthouse. Let’s see if we can get in through
this crowd!” Walking across the courthouse lawn a horde of
reporters surrounded Beaver and Cage as they tried for the
door.

“Ellis, if anyone will
know if there is a man in town with a limp it will be Judy at the
diner. Everyone that comes to Huntsville eventually eats there.
That will be a good starting place,” Silas said.

Standing close to the front picture
window Judy was never far from the table where Fred sat. Making her
acquaintance had been good for him. He was eating well and feeling
good. Keeping a clean shave and dressing better, he looked ten
years younger. Getting up from the table Fred paid his bill and
ventured outside to sit on the ledge. Sammy was back playing cars
when Fred walked over to the brick ledge.

“Hello, Sammy,” Fred
said.

It took Sammy a second look before he
recognized Fred with the new look Judy had bestowed on him. Sammy
decided he liked Fred and came to sit by him. “Sammy, this town is
full of people,” Fred said.

“It’s all stirred up,
because of the ghost out at the cemetery killing people,” Sammy
said. While they sat watching all the excitement around the
courthouse, Silas and Ellis passed by and entered the diner. Across
the street a figure had taken notice of Fred and was making his way
through the throngs of people. Wrapped in a newspaper, he held a
gun with a silencer. With all this excitement Val would have no
problem disappearing in this confusion.

“Judy, have you seen a man
with a limp around town who goes by the name of Fred Mayfield?”
Silas asked. Without saying anything she pointed through the front
window of the diner at Fred sitting on the brick ledge.

“Wow…we walked right past
him!” Ellis said.

Val cocked the small caliber pistol
and stepped up on the curb. A few more steps, one shot and drop the
pistol and newspaper in the waste can just around the corner.
Almost running out the door, Silas bumped into Val and they came
face to face. “Sorry, Mister, I wasn’t looking where I was going,”
Silas said. Val said nothing but continued on down the
sidewalk.

“Mr. Mayfield, I am Silas,
and this is Ellis. We have been looking for you for the Texas
Rangers,” Silas said hurriedly.

“Well, it’s about time
someone was looking for me,” Fred said. He had not noticed the big
man that brushed by Silas. If he had, he would have known how close
he had come to death that Monday morning. Silas couldn’t believe
his luck. Looking at the crowd around the courthouse they hoped to
spy Cage. Val cursed quietly and looked back at Fred as he rounded
the building.

“Mr. Mayfield, we will
just wait here until the ranger that sent us comes out of the
courthouse.” It wasn’t long until Cage exited the courthouse and
stood looking around searching for Silas. Locating him in front of
the diner, Cage moved over to where they stood.

“Cage, this is Mr.
Mayfield. Yesterday he tried to give himself up to the sheriff, but
Bart was too busy to talk to him,” Silas said raising his eye
brows.

“He is a fortunate man!
Turning himself over to the sheriff may have gotten him killed.
Let’s get him in the courthouse. You and Ellis just earned
yourselves a free pass into this hearing,” Cage said with a
smile.

Behind them Judy stepped from the
diner with a parasol in her hand. “Mr. Ranger, where ever you take
Fred, you are taking me. I know all about Fred and these reporters
would surely like to talk to me,” she said defiantly.

Seeing at the determined look in her
eyes, Cage decided it was best not to argue. The reporters had been
watching the ranger and now surrounded the small group as they made
their way toward the courthouse. The only thing visible was the
ranger’s hat and Judy’s parasol. Cage had to ward off the reporters
and keep the parasol from poking him in the eye as they made their
way up the steps of the courthouse.

Smitty and Val blended into the crowd
of reporters and watched as the ranger led their truck driver into
the courthouse.

“I almost had him,” Val
said as he adjusted the pistol beneath his coat.

“I need to get inside that
courthouse,” Smitty said. “That old man can do us some serious
damage! The fact that they have Fred is not going to sit well with
McDonald.”

“Go back to the car, Val,
and keep an eye on me.” Smitty said.

“What you got on your
mind?” Val asked.

Smitty looked around the courthouse
grounds. His gaze stopped and he smiled. Leaning against the door
of his office watching the crowd the sheriff looked
dismayed.

“Val, you go sit in the
car, I think I’ve found a way in,” Smitty said.

“Smitty forget this…you’re
not in Chicago. You get in there and you will have to shoot your
way out again! This is crazy!” Val said.

“Just keep the car ready
and I’ll see if I can get Fred alone. If not, I will come back out
the same way I go in,” Smitty said. The two parted and Smitty
walked around the courthouse and stopped next to the sheriff and
asked, “Where’s Willy Baker and the broad?”

“They are being held in a
cabin down in the woods behind where the barn stood. They are
surrounded by an army of rangers. Why you asking?” Bart
questioned.

“I’m down here to clean up
your mess, Sheriff…one other question. Is there any way into this
building that is not guarded?” Smitty asked.

Physically shaken Bart blurted out,
“You must be crazy! Every door has a ranger stationed by it! If you
could get inside, which is not very likely, what would you do
besides get yourself killed?”

Placing his cold eyes on Bart, Smitty
said, “The man they just led in there can put us away for the rest
of our lives. I need to shut him up if I can. You are in this as
deep as the rest of us so shut up and get me in that
building.”

Bart swallowed hard and looked at the
courthouse. He then said, “The only entrance is through the
basement. I use that way in sometimes when I enter the courthouse.
I’m going to the diner to get dinner…I will unlock it on my way by.
Watch out for the janitor.”

Looking around Smitty spied a hat that
had been laid on a bench. The card on the band of the hat
identified the hat as belonging to a reporter from a Houston paper.
Picking up the hat Smitty walked over to the car where Val
waited.

“Do you think this is a
good idea?” Val asked.

Smitty replied, “No, but I can’t think
of anything else to do. I will go in and case the joint…Get the car
around where you can watch the basement door. If you see me come
out, follow me around and pick me up when I get to the street. I
know where the Bakers are. When we leave, we will finish Willy and
his broad once and for all then leave Texas for good. Being here
has not been a good experience.”

Val looked around at the courthouse
and shook his head and said, “Smitty, you always had more guts than
brains. I don’t like this. Maybe we should just tell McDonald it is
too late to put out the fires.”

“You tell him, not me,”
Smitty said.

C24 - A Bad Day in Court

Looking around the court room Judge Stewart cleared his
throat. “This,” he said, “is an inquiry into the ongoing criminal
activity we have been experiencing here in Huntsville. We will hear
from all of you who may shed some light on this case. If you’re
here and you have nothing to contribute to this hearing you will be
removed before this inquiry begins. You are not under oath but what
you say will be considered as truthful and I will be mighty upset
if it should not be so. Today we intend to consider criminal
charges against Mr. Baker and anyone else that falls into this
web.” Shifting in his chair he continued, “Some of you should know
that Mr. Baker appeared in Huntsville the day the first murders
were committed, and he is implicated by his own admission in the
murder of Taylor. Captain Eastman, would you explain where Mr.
Baker is at this time?”

“Your Honor, he is in
protective custody under house arrest suffering from a previous
attempt on his life which has left him near death and may not
survive,” Captain Eastman responded.

“Would you explain with a
little more detail?” Judge Stewart asked.

“A Chicago mobster is a
suspect in the barn fire on the Baker’s property which left Mr.
Baker near dead. The FBI is involved in this case and apparently
Baker’s actions are far reaching. I was in contact with the FBI a
few minutes ago and expect more arrests very soon. Yesterday
morning around three a.m. a rancher from the Navasota area with an
unknown accomplice tried to finish the job. The rancher, Judd
Smith, was killed but not before he stabbed Baker’s wife,” the
captain said.

“Mr. Prosecutor, are there
any charges against anyone that you need to reveal at this time?”
the Judgejudge asked.

“No, Your Honor.
Everything at present is rather loose and will take some time to
put together. I do not think there is any information we need to
keep from this conversation, but I would like to reserve the right
to have it stricken from the records should we go to trial,” the
prosecutor stated.

“Identify those in the
courtroom for me and how do they play in all of this?” Judge
Stewart asked.

“I will introduce the
Parks, Alice and Billy, who are friends of Mr. Baker and may be
able to shed some light on what has happened. Will the Parks please
stand up so the judge can see you?” Prosecutor Perkins
asked.

“The second witness is
Ronald Joseph “Beaver” Watson who was a recent resident of the
local prison and served time with Mr. Baker. Mr. Watson has chosen
to remain here in Texas and is presently working for Carl Benson at
the rail yard. He has recently been hired permanently by the
Southern Pacific Railroad. He and his family just recently moved to
the Benson Ranch west of town,” stated the prosecutor

“We won’t hold the time
spent up the street against you, Mr. Watson. Welcome to Texas,” the
judge said. Beaver smiled broadly and nodded.

“Mr. Carl Benson is here
as a friend of the court,” the prosecutor stated.

“Hello, Carl! Have all the
legal papers been done to your satisfaction?” asked the
Judgejudge.

“Thanks, Judge Stewart!
Everything is in order,” Benson replied.

“How are you feeling these
days?” the judge inquired.

Carl Benson nodded his head and said,
“Not much pain yet, but getting worse. Having Katie and Shelby
around helps though,” Benson said.

The judge smiled. He knew how much
Benson had enjoyed Katie being around as well as being attended to
by her mother.

The prosecutor continued with the
introductions to the court, “Your Honor, the next man is Fred
Mayfield who was at the scene when the killing of Thomas Taylor was
committed. He is not represented by council at this
time.”

“What are Silas and Ellis
doing back there?” the judge asked.

“They are close to the
case and may have some input that would be useful,” the prosecutor
replied.

The judge continued to survey the
courtroom, “Well, I see Judy back there. What is her
involvement?”

“She is a friend of Fred
Mayfield and came along to give him moral support. Judy knows a lot
about Mr. Mayfield that may be damaging to this trial outside this
courtroom,” Perkins said shyly.

Judy waved at the Judgejudge and was
greeted warmly in return.

“Now, Judy, you couldn’t
keep a secret if your life depended on it. So, tell me why I
shouldn’t have you removed?” asked the judge.

“Your Honor, I know more
about Fred than anyone except maybe his momma. All those reporters
would die to know what I know!” Judy said with a big
grin.

“Oh, my word, I guess you
better stay in protective custody! Everyone stand, I want you to
understand that anything said here will not leave this court. If it
does, the guilty party will spend time down the street. That is not
a threat, it is a promise. I’m instructing you not to talk to a
reporter or anyone else. Anything you say may jeopardize the case
and cause undue harm. No one will leave this courtroom until I say
they can.”

“Now, I want to know if
anyone back there thinks they need to be represented by an
attorney. During these proceedings I will also ask you this same
question if I believe you are getting into a situation where you
are incriminating yourself. Mr. Mayfield, you will need council.
What you say may incriminate you. Do you want to be represented by
counsel now?”

“No, Your Honor, and I
don’t want a lawyer either,” Fred said.

Laughing the Judgejudge said, “Then I
will appoint one for you when I see fit. Every lawyer in South East
Texas would represent you for free for the publicity and many are
standing outside. Which reminds me, George Ford, you will be a
famous young lawyer after this trial……don’t mess this up,” he said
looking over his glasses. “Let’s take a few minutes recess now and
remember, no one is to leave this building. Be back in here in
thirty minutes. Facilities are down the hall and on the bottom
floor next to the stairs.”

Two floors below the courtrooms a
ranger walked into the men’s restroom and asked, “How did you get
in here? No one is allowed in the courthouse.” Ranger Barney Wright
studied the big man with the press hat.

“I think we need to step
down the hall to see the judge,” he said stepping close to Smitty
and grabbing his wrist.

“Ranger, why don’t you
just shove me out the side door? I won’t come back in here again.
You know how reporters are!” Smitty said with a smile.

“You knew better than to
come in this courthouse, now you will see the judge,” Ranger Wright
stated.

Ranger Wright didn’t see the hand that
was behind Smitty until it was too late. A pistol appeared with a
silencer and the thumping sound was loud in the tiled restroom. It
was the last thing the ranger heard as he fell to the floor.
Lifting him into one of the stalls Smitty placed the dead ranger
awkwardly on the commode. Locking the stall door, he stepped back
and climbed over into the next stall. Hearing the door open he sat
down on the commode and eased the hammer back on the
pistol.

“Barney, is that you in
there?” the voice asked stepping up to the urinal.

Flushing the toilet and muffling his
voice Smitty said, “Yes, it’s me.”

“Hurry up, we need you out
here,” he said, as he left the restroom.

Blood oozed from the next stall and
puddled around the drain in the middle of the floor. Easing the
hammer down on the pistol Smitty wiped his sweaty brow and cursed.
He had to get out now! Stepping into the stairwell that led to the
basement, he watched through the crack in the door as several
people came out of the courtroom down the hall. His chance of
getting Fred was lost. Quickly he retreated down the stairs to the
basement offices. It only took a minute to get to the basement door
and as he opened the outside door to the courtyard there stood a
man emptying garbage cans into a waste container. Behind him he
heard a commotion coming from up the stairs. The body must have
been discovered. Pulling his gun, he knew he only had minutes
before he was discovered. This old man was blocking his escape
route. Stepping outside he walked up behind the janitor, his gun
barrel came down on the top of the old man’s head. Grabbing him as
he fell, Smitty pulled him out of sight.

Sweating profusely now, Smitty started
crossing the courtyard. He kept his pace as normal as he could,
weaving his way through the crowd of spectators. Rangers burst from
the courthouse from all four sides looking for anyone looking
suspicious.

Val dropped his half-smoked cigarette
out of the car window and cursed quietly to himself. Slipping his
pistol from the holster he laid it on the seat as he eased the car
away from the curb and started around the square.

Texas Rangers were emerging from the
courthouse from every direction; their exit being hindered by the
mass of reporters and spectators. “What happened in there?” the
reporters asked excitedly as the Rangers tried to position
themselves.

Smitty had crossed the courtyard and
had started across the street with his pistol covered by a
newspaper he had picked up from a trash can. Suddenly all was quiet
as heads turned to see the janitor standing in the basement door
shouting for help. Blood ran down his face as he stood pointing at
Smitty.

“Stop that man!” he
shouted.

A ranger running around the courthouse
heard the janitor’s cry. Drawing his sidearm his eyes came to rest
on Smitty. “You in the black suit! Stop where you are,” he shouted.
The large man continued walking as if he didn’t hear.

Smitty’s eyes were locked on the
approaching car as Val turned the corner. A cold determination
passed between the two men. Smitty cursed McDonald for sending him
back to Texas. Releasing the newspaper, he cocked his pistol just
as the wind caught the newspaper and spread it out across the
street. His first shot spun the ranger around. The second sent a
reporter’s hat sailing through a group of frightened citizens
frozen in astonishment. Suddenly a scene of violence mixed with
fear was unfolding before them. The third shot dotted the “B” in
the Barber shop window across the square before the plate glass
window crashed onto the sidewalk sending slivers of glass in all
directions.

Taking in the scene at a glance,
Lightfoot rounded the corner of the courthouse and raced across the
courtyard to get ahead of the car. Val saw the ranger running to
block his way. Picking up his revolver from the seat he fired at
the running man. Bark flew from one of the old oak trees as
Lightfoot cleared a bench where just minutes before men sat but now
lay on the ground for cover. Val’s second shot spun Lightfoot’s hat
off and he cringed, turning in full flight to get off a shot. His
shot was good and Smitty turned as if hit by a board. Smitty’s
return fire sent a shot past the chief’s head into the show window
of Frank’s dry goods. A manikin was knocked backwards, and glass
showered the sidewalk and showcase. Pandemonium broke loose as the
crowd of spectators and reporters scrambled for cover. Lightfoot
angled for the street trying to block the escape. Smitty fired in
the air to add to the chaos.

Val reached over to open the passenger
door. “Hurry!” Val shouted.

Lightfoot crossed a side street and
his position was now alongside the street that would take them to
safety. Smitty sat down in the car heavily and grunted. He had
taken a shot from the ranger’s gun. His pants were bloody, and his
side burned like fire.

Instantly the big engine roared. The
noise of squealing tires echoed along the building fronts as the
two men made an attempt to get behind the town buildings to safety.
Suddenly the back window shattered and showered the two men with
glass. A bullet fired from behind embedded itself into the
dashboard. Turning and firing in that direction Smitty emptied his
gun and grabbed the one Val handed him. Gaining momentum, the car
raced down the street and had just cleared the square when
Lightfoot stepped out in the road fifty yards ahead. Raising his
pistol, he fired a shot at the approaching vehicle. The windshield
and rear-view mirror splintered, and slivers of glass embedded in
the face of both men.

Cursing with rage Val yelled, “Use the
shotgun on this guy in front of us or he will get me for sure!”
Smitty reached for the shotgun as bullets from the rangers on the
courtyard made a last attempt to stop the car as it disappeared
behind the buildings. The car bore down on Lightfoot as he leveled
his revolver for another shot. From the corner of his eye he saw a
woman racing across the street in front of the car. Val swerved and
caught Huntsville’s first fire hydrant sending a gusher of water
rushing down the hill after the fleeing car. Lightfoot stepped into
the road and started to line up his revolver for another shot. He
saw the shotgun barrel sticking through what was left of the
windshield. Firing a snap shot and diving for the ditch he felt the
impact of the buck shot as the sound of his own pistol blended with
the sound of the shotgun echoing against the buildings. The chief
made a lucky shot and Val took the incoming shot in the forehead.
Relaxing his grip on the steering wheel the car spun as the right
front wheel caught the curb. Both tires on the driver’s side
flattened from the stress.

Wild-eyed Smitty stepped from the car
looking in all directions for any avenue of escape. He felt a
thumping sound before he heard the shot. Turning he saw Ranger
Lightfoot looking up at him from the ditch, his gun smoking.
Turning to bring up the shotgun Smitty realized it now lay at his
feet. Slowly he began to lose his footing and slid down the side of
the car to a sitting position. Water from the fire hydrant soaked
Smitty’s clothes on its way down the street. From his boot he
wrestled a pistol only to watch it slide uselessly from his left
hand. Blood matted his chest and right arm. With dulled thoughts
Smitty sat watching his life’s blood run down the street. In
Chicago he had been called “The Mechanic” because he fixed people
for McDonald. Ironicly now he knew just how his victims had felt
pleading for their lives. Smitty tried to hold on to the precious
moments of life. His senses dulled and it seemed as if the sun was
beginning to set.

Moments before when the shooting had
started, Doc Mueller had been driving his old car along the main
avenue heading for the town square. Suddenly a car came barreling
down the hill from the town square. He saw Lightfoot run out in the
road ahead of him. A flash from the approaching car sent the Chief
diving head long into the ditch, as his own windshield
burst.

The sudden shatter of his windshield
caused Doc to turn the wheel sending his car careening into an
alley behind Frank’s Dry Goods store. Dazed, he got out of his car
and looked at his windshield. A single gunshot came from around the
buildings…then an eerie quiet. Peeking around the corner of the
building he saw Lightfoot rising from the ditch. People stood up
from places of concealment. The cautious began to make their way to
the bullet-riddled car sitting in the street. Val’s head leaned
against the steering wheel. His arm hung loosely out the car
window. Blood dripped from his fingertips adding to the crimson
stream flowing down the street.

Lightfoot stood looking at the scene
holding a bloody arm. Walking up beside him Doc ripped the shirt
away and examined the wound. Looking around he shouted at the first
person he recognized, “Carson! Get your car around here. I need
this man taken to my clinic. Lightfoot, you have a couple of
buckshot in that arm and another in your shoulder, plus you owe me
a windshield,” Doc said.

“I owe you a windshield?
How do you figure that, Doc?” Chief Lightfoot
questioned.

“That buckshot was meant
for you! I can fix you, but I can’t fix my windshield!” Doc
stated.

“Doc, you don’t need a
windshield, you need a new car!” Lightfoot said smiling.

Later that morning Judge Stewart stood
on the courthouse steps surveying the carnage. “How many are hurt,
Captain Eastman?” he asked.

“I have a dead ranger, one
with bruised ribs from a shot that hit his shield, and Lightfoot
took a few buckshot…Doc is working on him now. The two in the car
are both dead. Cage, get Mayfield out here and see if he can
identify those guys. Someone get that water main turned off. Judge,
I’m going to the clinic and check on Lightfoot and then out to the
Bakers. The mob is serious about putting anyone that is associated
with this out of commission. I will take a couple of rangers out to
help Mike guard the Bakers. I’m putting Mayfield under arrest for
his protection. This must have been staged to get at him before he
could talk. My ranger came up on the killer in the men’s room
before he could get to Mayfield. After we sort this out, I will get
back to you,” Eastman said.

C25 - Sailing The Genesis

Skimming across the Atlantic at a smooth pace, Jesse Rash
stood leaning against the deck railing watching the dolphins racing
the yacht across the high seas. The transformation from Harlan
Williams to Jesse Rash had been completed. Having kept his real
identity hidden from Judd Smith and the rest of those who he
associated with made the transition a much easier process. Their
course was set for the Gulf of Mexico and the Texas coast.
McDonald’s right-hand man, Smitty, had known Judd Smith. The two
made a deadly combination. Now ironically, they were both dead.
Jesse’s departure as Harlan Williams in a fiery plane crash had
abruptly changed his life for the better. The hand writing was on
the wall and thankfully he had been wise enough to separate himself
from Judd.

John walked across the deck and sat
next to Jesse. “A penny for your thoughts?” he asked.

He handed the papers to John and
rubbed his temples. “What started as buying moonshine and selling
it on the small island country of Cuba led to this,” Jesse stated
dejectedly.

“Jesse, as hard as it is
to say, Amy and I both begged you to distance yourself from this
make-believe-life of Harlan Williams. It certainly wasn’t Amy’s
father’s idea to use the new identity the way you did. There is no
way to think that any good would come out of your exploits. I know
how you feel right now, because my past haunts me. I think it is
healthy for your soul to deal with this rather than trying to
dismiss it as someone else’s sin,” John Hannibal said.

“John, what we’ve been
reading in the papers is totally bizarre. I can’t even be sure if
my cousin Willy is still alive,” Jesse said.

John stood and looked at the sky.
Before walking away he said, “Jesse, it looks like a blow is
coming.” Miles out across the endless sea, lightening flashed and
lit up a black and threatening sky. Thunder bumped and echoed over
the open water. Amy Rash had been laying on the upper deck reading
a book trying to catch a few rays of sun before the morning sky
turned black. She had gotten her sea legs and the movement of the
ship no longer made her sick. Giving it up, she made her way over
and sat beside Jesse. “You look like a man with a lot on his mind,”
she said.

“I don’t feel like a man.
I think I’m a boy that looks like a man. This wide-open sea has
given me time to think. It looks like the only right choice I have
made lately is marrying you,” he replied.

“Now that’s the kind of
talk I like hearing. I have been following the stories coming out
of Huntsville just like you. How much of all that do you blame on
yourself?” Amy asked.

“I guess it’s pretty
scrambled up at this point,” Jesse said.

“Don’t be too hard on
yourself. What Judd has done was of his own doing. We all must take
responsibility for our own sins,” Amy said as she put her head on
his shoulder.

Jesse sighed and said, “The boy killed
stealing the trucks was the shine driver for Judd. Young and daring
his driving ability earned him the reputation as the Shine
Ghost!”

“This goes a lot deeper
than running a bunch of shine and that leaves you out,” Amy
said.

Jesse replied, “My creativity gave
Judd the negative direction he needed to justify anything necessary
to accomplish our goals. Looking back now, I see him in a different
light. He didn’t hesitate to use muscle and fear when
needed.”

C26 - The Cabin in the Woods

With Mike’s help, Willy made it to the chair on the front
porch. He sat down and breathed heavily. Closing his eyes, he
leaned his bandaged head back against the log wall, letting the
cool evening breeze cool his perspiring face.

“How long have I been this
way?” he asked.

“It’s been over a week
now. Doc wants us to get you up every time you wake. You are
fortunate to be alive,” the Ranger said.

“I do not know what hurts
the most, my chest or my head,” Willy said smiling.

“A bullet has that effect
on a person’s chest and a brick will give you a headache every
time,” Mike said.

The sound of a motor coming through
the woods signaled the arrival of Captain Eastman and two of his
rangers. Mike knew something was dreadfully wrong as he watched a
haggard Captain and two heavily armed rangers get out of the car in
front of the cabin. The Captain’s eyes fell on Willy leaning
against the cabin wall and said, “Mike, these rangers will be
helping you guard the Bakers. There was an attempt to kill a
witness this evening at the courthouse which left a ranger dead. I
want these people guarded and kept secure,” he stated. Standing in
front of the cabin, Captain Eastman considered the man before him.
He then stated, “Baker, I just lost a ranger all because of you.
One way or the other I will get to the bottom of this. I will make
this case my life’s work in order to put you away. Now you tell me
what is so important that all these people were killed? This all
started with you. You tell me why my ranger died! He was worth a
million like you, now start talking!”

Willy tried to sort it all out in his
mind. Growing weaker and weaker he slumped over in the chair. Annie
stood in the door way listening to the conversation.

“What ranger was killed
today, Captain?” she asked.

“His name was Barney
Wright. He was scheduled to retire in a couple of months,” Captain
Eastman replied.

“I’m sorry to hear that,
Captain.” Annie turned and helped Mike get Willy back to the
bedroom. The Captain turned and walked over to the swing; grief
written all over his face.

Annie watched him through the window
for a minute then walked out to join him.

“Annie, three years ago I
lost another ranger. I had hoped I would never see it happen
again,” Eastwood said.

“Captain, I believe that
Willy is thoroughly confused and has lost his memory. When he was
shot in the barn he fell and hit his head. Doctor Muller thinks he
has amnesia and I truly believe he is not faking. Bonnie is hurting
badly, yet she refuses to take any pain medicine because of the
baby.” Sitting down in the swing beside him she took his hand and
said, “Daniel, you have every right to be hurt. There is surely
something behind all this that we don’t see. I’ve known the Bakers
since almost the day they moved out here. I have seen the
tenderness in Willy’s eyes toward Bonnie. He doesn’t seem like the
man that would intentionally cause all this. Let’s give Willy Baker
the benefit of the doubt. The courts need to be the judge of this
mess. You and I must do what we can to drill down to the truth and
not circumvent the process.”

Daniel raised his head and smiled.
“You are a wise young woman. It doesn’t negate the fact that a fine
Christian man died today,” the captain said.

“You said that Ranger
Wright was a godly man. Then you know as well as I do that the
steps of a godly man are ordained by the Lord. Nothing can happen
to His children unless He allows it to happen. Let’s you and I keep
things in perspective as hard as it might be,” Annie
said.

Rising from the swing the captain
said, “You and Mike keep a close eye on Baker. I will give him the
benefit of the doubt but that’s all. I just hope I never see a
tragedy like this again. Now I must drive to Austin to see my
ranger’s family,” the captain said.

ααααααα

A barber shop on the lower east side
of Chicago was full to capacity when FBI Agent Gary Burkett
entered. Standing in the doorway he wiped the rain from his shoes.
His gaze went over every man sitting around the walls reading the
paper or talking. Three of the five barber chairs were filled with
customers but only one took notice of Burkett standing in the
doorway with a cigar in his mouth.

McDonald’s eyes were fixed on the
barber shop mirror in front of him and saw Burkett coming. Men
sitting around the room eased their hands inside their coats. Gary
Burkett’s picture had been front page for several days. Everyone in
Chicago knew him by sight. Stopping behind McDonald’s chair,
Burkett held up his shield so McDonald could see it in the mirror.
“Get up and put your hands behind you,” Burkett said. McDonalds’
men suddenly went pale as guns and badges were produced by FBI
agents that were among the patrons waiting for haircuts.

“What is this?” McDonald
said, seeing all the agents stationed around the barber
shop.

“You are under arrest. Now
get up and put your hands behind you,” Burkett said.

“You have nothing on me. I
will be out of jail before the sun goes down. Artie, call my
lawyer,” McDonald ordered.

“Don’t bother, Artie. You
are under arrest, too. Turn around and face the counter,” Burkett
stated.

A few minutes later Burkett leaned in
the back window of the squad car and said, “Your man Smitty, the
Mechanic, and Val, the Razor, are waiting for you down in Texas.
How did they get those nick names, McDonald? I suppose it was
because they fixed people that got cross-ways with you. Today I’m
glad to report to you, they went head to head with the Texas
Rangers and lost. I suppose you don’t know what they were doing
down there?” Burkett asked.

“I don’t have a clue,”
McDonald growled.

Burkett continued, “Well unless
someone goes down and claims the bodies, they won’t be coming back.
They bought some property down there in a local
cemetery.”

“I want my lawyer,”
McDonald said.

“Some of my men just
picked up a truck full of illegal whisky and an assortment of
weapons that will surely add to your stay in prison. It might be a
long stay according to some of the charges I hear you are facing,”
Burkett said.

“I haven’t seen any such a
truck,” McDonald said.

“That’s strange! It’s in
your warehouse,” Burkett said.

“What are you talking
about?” McDonald asked.

“Don’t you own the lake
front warehouses?” Burkett asked.

“That rundown bunch of
buildings, of course not!” McDonald said.

“You sure do, Boss,” Artie
said.

“What are you talking
about, Artie?” McDonald asked astonished.

“Sure, Boss! Don’t you
remember when Willy talked you into making some legit investments.
Willy brought you some deeds to sign. Those were the deeds for the
warehouses you sent the truck to!” he stated.

“Shut up, you Idiot! What
trucks? I’m being framed! I didn’t know that property belonged to
me,” McDonald barked.

“Gee, Boss, you ought to
remember. I thought it was a bad investment, me, but Willy said he
was trying to help you go legit,” Artie said.

“Shut up, you Moron! I
want my lawyer!” McDonald screeched.

“McDonald, the least of
your problems are these warehouses. You are going to need several
lawyers. Get them out of here, Boys!” Outside Gary watched the
first squad car leave the barber shop carrying McDonald.

Standing under the barber shop awning
Burkett said, “It’s raining but you know what? This is turning out
to be a good day. Artie, do you understand you need to talk to an
attorney? You know that you will be going to prison for a long
time,” Burkett said.

“I guess I deserve it. I
hope they don’t put me in the same prison with Mac,” Artie
said.

“I will see what I can do.
Why don’t you and I go get a good steak before I take you to jail?
Maybe we will get a big Texas Steak,” Burkett said.

Artie grinned and said, “I sure could
use a good Texas steak, Boss.”

C27 - A Lawyer’s Dream

"Boxcar, have you had time to confer with your client?” Judge
Stewart asked the rather square looking man in the tweed
suit.

“I have, Your Honor,”
Boxcar said with a smile. Boxcar Evans was a happy man. This was
the most news worthy trial in the history of Texas and he was smack
dab in the middle of it. The courtroom was packed and those that
couldn’t get in stood in the hallway and stairs. Stepping in front
of the defense table, Boxcar hooked his thumbs in his suit coat and
rocked back on his heals for effect. “Your Honor,” he started,
catching a side glimpse of the court room where reporters sat. “My
client puts himself at the mercy of this court. He would like to
have immunity from prosecution for his testimony. In exchange he
will give a detailed account of the events leading up to the death
of Shane Thomas Taylor.”

The judge cleared his throat and
leaned over the bench and whispered, “Lighten up, Boxcar. This is
just a hearing to determine if any charges will be brought, and
against whom the charges should be brought. I will agree to
consider Mr. Mayfield’s testimony against anything that may
incriminate him. If he makes anything up to shade the truth for his
benefit, then all deals are off and heaven help him if I catch him
in a lie!”

“May I have a few minutes
with my client, Your Honor?” Boxcar asked.

“Go ahead but make it
quick, I want to go home. This has been a long and bloody
day.”

Boxcar Evans leaned over the desk and
smiled at Fred and said, “Now, Fred, you are in a bad situation.
This case is high profile and the prosecutor will be out for blood.
Your association and direct involvement knowing there was criminal
activity will weigh heavily against you. I recommend you tell all
and be very careful not to lie to this judge.”

“I don’t need a lawyer to
tell me that….and I don’t need ‘munity. Why do you suppose I’m here
in Huntsville?” Frustrated with his client Boxcar turned and said,
“Your Honor, my client puts himself at the mercy of the court in
all the matters that he will be asked about.”

“In that case, I’m placing
Mr. Mayfield and the Parks in protective custody of the rangers,”
the judge ordered. “Rooms above the diner have been reserved so the
material witnesses can be guarded…Judy you better go along as well.
I know how you love to talk. I would dearly hate to lock you up for
talking to the press. I have allowed the press to be here after
what has gone on this morning. I expect less speculation out of all
of you as this proceeds. This hearing is dismissed. I want the
building cleared immediately.” Judge Stewart looked over his
glasses and took in the courtroom and said, “From all the evidence
that has been presented to this court I am swearing out a warrant
for the arrest of Mr. Baker. He is being charged with possession of
stolen property, transporting stolen property across state lines,
possible charges in the death of Shane Thomas Taylor, theft of a
casket, robbery of the local candy store and complicity in the
deaths of two men west of Huntsville.”

“George Ford, the letters
you have received will be admitted as evidence against Mr. Baker.
He will be arraigned on the thirtieth of September. Until then he
is in the protective care of the Texas Rangers. I will issue
warrants for the arrest of the men Mr. Mayfield has identified as
being involved in the stolen goods, minus the two that are in the
local morgue. This hearing is adjourned.”
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Looking at the
clean-shaven face in the mirror, Willy ran his hand over his
chin. A body with no idea of who the person
looking back at him was. An eerie feeling
crept through him. What kind of person was
he? His strength was returning and apart
from the pain in his chest and knot on his head he was on the mend.
Catching the raven hair in the mirror behind him, he turned to see
Bonnie standing in the door way. Beautiful even with dark circles
under her eyes, he stood trying to bring her into his
memory.

“It’s time you and I have
a talk,” she said, taking his hand.

“You look weak! Don’t you
think you should get back in bed?” he asked.

“No, it’s stuffy in here
this time of day. Let’s go sit in the swing,” she said.

Anxious about what she might say,
Willy held to her good arm as they helped each other out to the
swing “When is the baby due?” he asked trying to make small talk
while shifting nervously.

“Willy, I am going to tell
you all I know about you and me,” Bonnie started. “Much of it not
so nice, but first I want you to know how close we have come to a
horrible death. We were tied up hands and feet in a barn full of
hay and the place was set on fire. You had unknowingly made an
escape tunnel from the barn by covering over the erosion under the
barn. It ended up giving us a way out as it burned around us. I do
not know why God spared us. If you ever come to the point I have
come to in life, then you will be as amazed as I am.” Stopping for
a minute she leaned back in the swing and gathered some strength
against the pain in her shoulder. “I want you to have no delusions
about us and what we have been through,” she said. For the next
hour she related all she knew about their lives. “You would leave,
and I didn’t know where you were or what you were up to. I was just
relieved when you returned.”

Willy sighed and looked across the
meadow. “It seems I have put you through a lot. It looks to me you
hooked your wagon to a runaway horse and I almost got you killed,”
Willy said.

“You and I were meant for
each other,” Bonnie said. “God used you to grow me up. I was a
selfish, conniving person that never cared for anyone but myself
until you came along. Now I’m wearing flour sack dresses and am
perfectly content to live out my day’s right here on this ranch.
What I pray for most of all is that you will be here to help me
raise our baby,” Bonnie said.

Clearing his throat, he asked, “Do you
think that I killed all those people?”

“No, I don’t. I know you
well enough to know you couldn’t do that. The district attorney is
going to try proving you did. Your silence will make people think
you’re guilty. Willy, look at me for a moment. You need to
remember. If you don’t, the jury may believe you are guilty.”
Putting her hand on his chin she said, “You and I are soulmates;
what you are capable of, I know.”

“I hope you are right,
because there is one thing I know.” Willy said.

“What is that?” Bonnie
asked.

“Being married to you is a
good thing,” he said with a smile.

“We will face whatever
comes our way together,” she said.

“Bonnie, when I look in
the mirror, I don’t see a person I know and that scares me. My body
and my mind do not know each other. I don’t know any other way to
explain it,” Willy said.

Leaning over in the swing she kissed
him and said gently, “When I became a Christian, I put you in God’s
hands. I cling to the hope that he has a good life planned for us.
Whatever happens we will face it together, but you must work hard
at remembering.”

C28 - My Ship Came In

The old mule brayed and stomped his hooves while Willow Smith
leaned over in the corn crib to scoop up grain for his evening
meal. Judd had built the big bin to hold the grain for the
livestock and had lined it with tin to keep the rats from getting
to the grain. The livestock feed was getting low in the crib.
Willow had intended to go to the feed store, but evening showers
had deterred her from doing so. There was no way to keep the grain
dry in the back of her old truck. Without Judd there was no one to
carry the heavy grain sacks for her anymore. Now the feed level had
gotten out of reach. The long handle dipper from the water bucket
had taken care of the problem for a few days. Holding the crib door
aloft Willow leaned over in the crib and scooped up a dipper full
of grain. The metal dipper struck hard on an object buried in the
grain bending the handle.

“Would you please quit
your braying? You ornery old mule!” Willow shouted at the mule
standing in the pen. Stepping back to straighten the dipper handle
she noticed a rope hanging from a rafter over the crib. With the
lid tied open she was able to pull the grain from the corner.
Suddenly she stopped and stared. Before her was a safe that had
been buried in the grain. In the past Judd had always done the
feeding and must have hidden the safe. By keeping the grain level
high his safe would always be hidden. In just a few minutes she
found herself ankle deep in the grain bin inspecting the safe. It
was too heavy to lift and maybe this was as good a place for it for
now. After feeding the mule and the young heifers, she went in the
house to get the key that had fallen from Judd’s
overalls.

Judd’s room was neat and clean. Of the
brothers, Judd had been the more productive of the two. He had made
the ranch prosper, maintaining the fences and barn. A desk sat in
his bedroom with the ledger for the ranch expenses. This she would
need in the future in order to keep the ranch running smoothly. How
could someone so self-controlled be completely void of a conscience
and capable of committing such terrible things for money? Excited
about her find, Willow pocketed the key and headed back to the
barn. Like a kid in a candy store she stood in the grain crib
looking at the tumbler. The lock was well oiled, and an old blanket
had kept the grain out of the lock. Excitement built as she rolled
the key and lifted the heavy door.

Willow sat down hard in
the grain and looked into the safe. Bank books detailed the amount
of money both her husband and Judd had in several banks. Now she
had access to her dead husband’s and Judd’s bank accounts, which
were substantial. She sat and looked at the sum total of the Smith
brothers’ life of crime. Besides the bank books Judd had amassed an
enormous amount of cash all neatly counted and stacked in the safe.
Judd and her late husband had a secret life of crime dating back to
their younger years in Scrappin’ Valley. She pushed the door closed
and considered the possibilities. There was
as friend she had gone to school with. He was a banker in Houston.
He would know what to do.

Walking back out of the barn, Willow
smiled at the contented mule chewing on a mouth full of grain. She
looked at him and said, “Mister Mule, I have had just about enough
of your high and mighty ways. You stand there and bray till I can’t
stand it no longer and have to quit what I’m doing just to feed
you. You are a cantankerous animal and I hope your next owner can
get some use out of you because tomorrow you go to the auction. I
won’t need your services on this place anymore.” Singing a tune,
she stuffed her hands in her apron pocket and went back into the
house. In the end, all of Judd’s scheming and conniving had brought
him nothing. None of his fortune wenthe took with him to the
judgment.

C29 - Court Day I---Exhibit A

On the last day of September Willy Baker was brought to
Huntsville under heavy guard. He had regained his strength and his
weight was coming back. Holding tight to his arm, Bonnie walked
beside him to the courthouse steps. ‘I
never will leave you nor forsake you,’ ran
through her mind as they braved the barrage of questions and
insults. Strange, she thought, how she had become reliant on
scripture in time of need. This was the day the reporters and
curious had been waiting for. The news in Huntsville was big news.
Millions of papers were sold daily throughout the country.
Reporters surrounded the rangers trying to get the first word from
this pair. Today in Huntsville Bonnie and Clyde would have been
pushed aside by this mob to get a look at the Bakers. Approaching
the courthouse questions were hurled at the two.

“Willy, tell us why you
killed all those people?” one reporter shouted.

Finally pushing their way into the
courthouse, Bonnie sat down on a bench, rubbing her bandaged
shoulder. Willy leaned against the wall and breathed
heavily.

“You two are not ready for
this. Bonnie you know we cannot put you on the stand, but I’m
convinced you know very little that would help,” Daniel
said.

“Put her on the stand. It
may help straighten this out. I’m okay with that,” Willy
said.

“No, Willy. Bonnie will
not be put on the stand,” George Ford said.

Willy looked at him and shook his
head. “Let’s get this figured out,” he said.

Daniel eyed him curiously. He was
convinced Willy Baker was putting on a show. Turning to the rangers
standing in the hall he instructed, “Start bringing in the citizens
a few at a time and search them. Seat them in the courtroom and
instruct them they will be removed if they are not quiet. Bring the
reporters in the side entrance and tell them no pictures unless the
judge says it is okay.”

The courtroom was soon filled, and
heavily armed rangers stationed themselves around the courtroom.
The Bailiff called out, “All rise!” Everyone watched as the judge
entered and stepped up behind the bench. His gavel came down and
the courtroom fell silent.

“We will have complete
silence. Any infraction will prompt me to clear the courtroom. Will
the defendant please stand?” Willy stood in the courtroom, somewhat
dismayed. Lightfoot studied him from the side of the room while the
charges were presented.

“Wilfred Baker you have
been charged with a variety of counts, serious in nature. The clerk
will read the charges and I will ask you how you plead,” Judge
Stewart stated.

“To the count of stealing
stolen property how do you plead?” the judge asked.

“Your Honor, my client has
amnesia brought on by a severe blow to the head. I am entering a
not guilty plea on all counts listed.” A murmur sounded throughout
the courtroom.

“To the count of murder of
Shane Thomas Taylor and hiding his body, how do you plead?” asked
the judge.

“I am entering not guilty
on his behalf,” George Ford stated.

“To the count of breaking
and entering a funeral home and stealing a casket, how do you
plead?” the judge continued with his questions.

“Not guilty,” George
said.

“To the count of murdering
the two men at the cemetery, how do you plead?” asked the
judge.

“Not guilty,” George
said.

A week later the jury selection was
finally completed. A jury of twelve was seated and ready for the
trial to begin.

“Mr. Prosecutor, you may
read the first letter to be used as evidence against Mr. Baker.”
The Judge,” the judge said.

“Ladies and Gentlemen of
the jury, this letter was written and signed in the defendant's own
handwriting. This is exhibit A.” Holding up another sheet of paper,
he said, “This is a paragraph copied from exhibit (A) written in
our presence by Mr. Baker to verify this is indeed his handwriting.
The state enters this as exhibit B. Now with your permission, I
will read exhibit A for the jury. Walking over to the jury, he
cleared his throat and began.

"This exhibit is addressed to Mr.
Cruise the Texas Ranger:

‘It is my hope that you can
use this information to cleanup my affairs. I have retained Lawyer
George Ford and the two of you must work together to handle this
business.’

‘If you are reading this
letter, I am dead. These are the facts clearly and accurately. What
I am about to say comes hard for me and through much grief I do so.
The clock cannot be turned back. Once a heart has stopped beating
there is no starting it again and life is over. This was not
supposed to have turned out the way it has. Thomas Taylor is dead
because my instructions were not followed, and I deeply regret
that.’ "

Judge Stewart had made a
special place for Betty Taylor on one side of the courtroom. She
sat toying with the handkerchief in her hands. This was the first
time she had seen Willy and his wife. Across the room Bonnie
scanned the courtroom seeking her out. Their eyes met; tears welled
up in their eyes. Bonnie did not receive a look of hate as she
expected, but instead a look of compassion from one that had dealt
with years of grief and forgiveness. Betty saw in the beautiful
face across the room all the hope and need she once had in her
youth. No one noticed the two women but Nate Mueller. Leaning on
the arm rest of the chair, he took off his spectacles and rubbed
the tears from his eyes. Doctor Mueller had made a life of caring
for each and every person he attended along the road of
life. ‘I know I love my calling but caring
for people sure made for a lot of heartache’, he thought.

The prosecutor adjusted his glasses
and picked up the letter once again saying, “I know this letter
will be painful for some in this room and for that I am truly
sorry.” He also was a good friend of Betty Taylor. After adjusting
his bifocals, he began reading again.

‘Taylor’s life was in
danger for several reasons. We had devised a plan to save Thomas
Taylor and every means to do so was covered. What happened to him
was not expected. Three weeks ago, I took three men whom I had
recruited on a night raid. We hijacked two trucks that were
heavy-laden with stolen goods from Europe. My intentions were
motivated by revenge and I was stealing from a man who did me great
harm. The theft could not be reported to the police, so my recruits
were interested in this proposition. Only I was supposed to be put
at risk. I was the inside man and the only one that knew where the
trucks were hidden. No one was supposed to be armed and all the
risk taken was on my part.’

‘I had worked my way into
the Chicago underworld. The mobster I worked for trusted me and my
money-making schemes. The contraband from Europe was my idea and
the guarded trucks were hidden at a farm I had used before in a
smuggling operation. After the guards were asleep, I was able to
lock the door to their sleeping quarters. When we started the
trucks, gun fire erupted from inside the shed. The men locked in
the shed tried to shoot their way out. One of the men I had brought
with me produced a gun and began to fire at the door intending to
discourage the attempt. The door was secure and would have held,
but the lock mechanism was shot away allowing the men in the shed
to break out.’

‘The second truck, which I
was in, took all the fire from the men escaping the shed. One
single shot hit its mark and Taylor, the driver of my truck, was
mortally wounded. In the last few minutes of his life I found the
dark secrets that were driving him. First, I must tell you that
Thomas Taylor was not there of his own accord; he was being
blackmailed. I found this out after it was too late. After he was
shot, he made me promise I would talk to his grandmother. I dreaded
to do so and now the responsibility must be passed on to you.
Thomas never fit with the other two men; they were evil, he was
not. Unlike the other two, he was not driven by greed...wanting
something for nothing. I found in the last few minutes of his life
a different person hid deep in Thomas. He had a depth in him his
grandmother and God had cultivated, and this one thing has simply
amazed me. It was super natural in what it produced in the dying
moments of Thomas’s life. I am afraid I do not understand it and it
has caused me much consternation. At his last breath I envied him.
Thomas wanted desperately to correct the wrong he had done in his
short life. He realized the direction his grandmother had given him
had been out of a pure love that he didn’t want to accept. In the
final moments of his life he made peace with his maker and resolved
all conflicts in his soul. The hidden thing that drove him was
resolved and he faced death with confidence. I brought Thomas back
to Huntsville and buried him in the cemetery out west of Huntsville
where the men were killed. I found it necessary to do so until this
time. I had a stone engraved and set for him and I left money in
the funeral home for the casket he is buried in. It is up to you to
relate this to his grandmother.’

‘The man that shot Thomas
was a gangster by the name of Chubby Hawkins. He is probably
running for his life because he lost the trucks he was assigned to
guard.’

‘I guess I will leave it at
this. More can be added by the Medicine Man if he chooses to do so.
I don’t blame him if he keeps silent. His testimony will
incriminate him in a mess of my making.’

The courtroom was suddenly a buzz and
the judge’s gavel sounded loudly through the courtroom. “I will
have the courtroom cleared if there are any more outbursts.
Continue counselor with your presentation,” the judge
said.

Laying the letter back on the table
and picking up the death certificate of Shane Thomas Taylor, the
prosecutor said, “Your Honor, I would like to call Dr. Nathan
Mueller to the stand.” Rising from the front row, Doc made his way
to the witness stand and was sworn in.

“Doctor Mueller, did you
examine the remains of Thomas Taylor and fill out this death
certificate?” asked the prosecutor.

“I did,” Doc Mueller
stated.

“Will you tell the court
what you found and the cause of death?” the prosecutor
asked.

Looking over at Betty seated on the
side of the court room he twitched nervously and said, “I
positively identified the remains to be that of Shane Thomas
Taylor. His death was caused by a single shot that struck him in
the lower left side. It entered his mid-section and exited through
his abdomen striking his belt buckle.”

“No further questions,
Your Honor,” the prosecutor stated.

Judge Stewart looked over at Doc who
had not moved. “Well, Doc, are you going to get out of the witness
chair or not?” he said teasingly.

Nate Mueller shifted in the witness
stand and looked at the judge and said, “Your Honor, I need to tell
you that I’m more involved in this than you know. I am the Medicine
Man that is spoken of in the letter,” Nate said looking at the
judge.

“Doctor Mueller, that
sounds like you are implicated in this case with Mr. Baker,” the
prosecutor stated.

Looking over at Betty Taylor the doc
said, “I have never spoken to Baker personally, but yes I am,” the
doctor said.

“Well now, Nate, do you
think you need counsel?” the judge asked.

“No, I just want to get
this off my chest. I prefer it not be made public until Your Honor
has heard what I have to say; then if you deem it necessary you can
do so. It may be necessary to charge me in some unethical crime
that goes against my Hippocratic Oath,” Doc said.

“Bailiff, clear the
courtroom of all spectators and reporters. This will be a closed
discussion. Court will reconvene at one o’clock this afternoon,”
Judge Stewart said. The judge looked at Doc Mueller quizzically
until the room was cleared and then said, “Okay, Nate, consider
yourself under oath. If I see you need counsel, I will halt this
closed-door discussion and appoint one with or without your
consent. You have our undivided attention, speak as you
wish.”

Nate Mueller turned to
look at his wife sitting across the empty courtroom and
said, ‘I was in my study late one afternoon
just before Thomas went missing. There was a slight knock at the
door and a middle-aged couple appeared there.’

‘Good evening, Doctor
Mueller! Can we have a few minutes of your time?’ the male stranger
asked.

‘You may! Come in and join
me. My staff have all left for the evening and I have clinical duty
tonight, so I have plenty of time to talk. You know my name, but I
don’t know yours,’ I said.

‘We could give you names
but they would be made up. I say that to impress you with the
secretive nature of our visit,’ the stranger said.

‘You have my attention. I
will sit and hear what you have to say,’ I said.

‘Dr. Mueller, you have a
step-son, Shane Thomas Taylor who is in grave danger. A person who
knows him is very concerned. He has asked us to devise a means to
keep Thomas from this danger. Thomas has seen and done some things
that have made him a target of the Chicago mob. They have sent
contract killers to kill him. We believe with your help we will be
able to give Thomas back his life and rid him of all the problems
that keep him in anguish and distress,’ the man said.

I looked at the two for a
long time then asked, ‘What has Thomas done that would get him
killed?’

‘Thomas has been driving
moonshine cars for several years. He is a superb driver and has
driven through most of the southern and western states. His
abilities behind the wheel have made a lot of money for some
unscrupulous people. For one Judd Smith,’ the stranger
stated.

My breath caught and I was
flabbergasted. ‘I find this hard to believe,’ I said.

‘It’s true. Thomas has been
working for Judd Smith and a man called Harlan Williams. These men
were buying shine in bulk and after bottling it, selling it in
Cuba. The mob got wind of the money that was being made from
moonshine, especially from West Virginia, and decided to take over
the business. They figured out Judd Smith was dealing shine from
their contacts in Cuba. From that they located a shine driver
working for Smith. It was he who gave them the information they
needed to go after the shine business. Judd Smith found out they
were using one of his drivers and had a mob man take him out in New
Orleans. Thomas was making a haul and two mobsters went after him.
Judd Smith killed both of the gangsters. The mob only knew their
men had been after the driver and assumed he had done the killing.
Thomas never killed anyone. You can rest assured of that, but he
had seen the killings of the mobsters by Smith. After that he only
wanted out but that was not likely. He was the goose that laid the
golden egg to Smith. Through the years young Thomas’s driving
skills developed a reputation that he did not want,’ the man
said.

‘I’m not sure I believe any
of this. What reputation has Thomas developed?’ I
questioned.

‘You have read the papers
concerning the wild chases the Shine Ghost led troopers on across
state after state. That was none other than your Thomas Taylor.
Shane Thomas Taylor is the Shine Ghost; the moonshine runner.
Surely you have read of his exploits!’ the man said.

I gasped! ‘Thomas…the
Shine Ghost? I don’t believe it! If that were so, he would have
been driving shine when he was fifteen years old. I knew Harlan
Williams and he was a well thought of business man who was killed
in a plane crash recently. This is the first time I have heard
anything derogatory about him,’ I said in amazement.

“It’s true, Dr. Mueller!
Now you know why Thomas had so many issues and always seemed to be
stressed out. His driving put him in the wrong place at the wrong
time. If you want a source that has seen him face to face and raced
him car to car, J.T. King is an Oklahoma State Trooper who has seen
the Shine Ghost face to face. He and his wife can verify the
identity of the Ghost by a photo. Mr. Baker thinks Thomas has seen
other things he will not admit to just yet. Things that could get
him killed. He is being blackmailed by others because he knows too
much,’ the woman said.

‘So, what do you have in
mind?’ I asked.

‘With your help, we think
we can fake his death which would give him a new lease on life
under a new name,’ the man said.

‘I asked the couple what I
would be required to do. They indicated I would need to get a male
cadaver for them and then write out a death certificate when the
time came stating that it was Shane Thomas Taylor. They would stage
his death and he would disappear. His grandmother will have to be
told at the last minute of our plan so she would not be alarmed and
you both can join him later. They had the means of giving him a new
identity and a new lease on life. I had the cadaver so that made
the whole process easy,’ I
said.

Judge Stewart looked over at Doc with
a questioning look and asked, “Nate, you have a cadaver, you say?
You don’t mean you were going to use Pinky Jacks in this little
scheme, do you?”

“We were going to fake a
fiery car crash. Loaded with shine and before the fiery part we
were going to put Pinky Jacks behind the wheel,” Doc
said.

“Doc, would you really do
that?” Stewart asked.

‘I fully intended to, Your
Honor. Right now, I wish it were possible. Mr. Baker and the
strangers had it all worked out. All I had to do was provide Pinky
and a death certificate. I never told Betty about the plan. I wish
it had worked out so I could have,” Doc said.

“So, your plan never came
to fruition. I don’t want to try and unravel the legal
ramifications because it’s not necessary. We will just dismiss it
and keep it out of these proceedings. Pinky Jacks hum…it might have
worked.” The judge suddenly cleared his throat and straightened up.
“Nate, I would like to know more about these people that were
working with Baker,” the judge said.

“You know what I know
about them, Judge,” Doc said.

George Ford sat tapping his pencil
against his hand and stated, “Your Honor, this is a development we
were not expecting. I have no questions at this time but would like
to reserve the right to recall Doc later if I see the
need.”

For a long time, Judge Stewart looked
at Doc Mueller. “We will reconvene after lunch,” the Judgejudge
said.

At one sharp, the judge entered the
court room and the proceedings began anew. “Your Honor, I submit
that Mr. Baker is guilty of involving Mr. Taylor in his scheme;
therefore, must bear the responsibility of his death,” the
prosecutor said.

“Objection, Your Honor.
Mr. Taylor was a grown man and responsible for his own involvement.
The fact that Thomas Taylor refused any part of the money indicates
he was not there of Mr. Baker’s persuasion,” George Ford
said.

“Your Honor, Mr. Baker’s
letter admits to the theft of a casket,” the prosecutor
said.

“Objection, Your Honor! He
left more money than the casket's value!” George
interjected.

“Your Honor, the funeral
home director said no money was found. I conclude that the owner of
the mortuary is rather to be believed than an admitted thief,” the
prosecutor stated.

“Objection, the prosecutor
has no evidence that the money was not left. If Mr. Baker cannot be
believed that he left the money, why should we believe that he is
telling the truth about stealing the trucks?” George asked. With
that statement the courtroom broke into laughter.

“Order in the court,” the
Judgejudge said while giving George Ford an approving
eye.

“Your Honor, after Mr.
Taylor’s body was found, the Texas Rangers began to look for a
vehicle that might have been used in the robbery. They found the
cab section of a panel truck with the back seat missing in a junk
yard in Navasota. A blood-stained shirt was found stuffed under the
front seat. Taylor’s grandmother identified the shirt as belonging
to her grandson. Further investigation by the rangers led us to
find that the vehicle was sold as scrap by Ed Weeks shortly after
the time that Thomas was killed,” the prosecutor said.

A murmur arose from the courtroom and
the judge addressed the room saying, “Ladies and Gentlemen, one
more outburst and I will clear the court. The prosecution may
continue,” Judge Stewart ordered.

“Mr. Weeks was questioned
and will be called to the stand in the next few days. He owns a
local mechanic shop and buys old cars for parts or demolition.
There are several old cars lined up behind his establishment at
this time for this purpose. We see no reason not to believe his
story. The prosecution will try and prove the attempt on the Bakers
was because Judd Smith found out that Mr. Baker was involved in the
murders of his next of kin and decided on revenge.”

“That is pure speculation
and cannot be substantiated, Your Honor. The Chicago mob plays into
this and the attempt on the Baker’s lives were over stolen trucks,”
George Ford said.

“Your Honor, when Mr.
Smith was killed, a search of his residence produced a rifle. It
was determined to be the very rifle that was used to shoot Mr.
Baker and ballistics have linked the very same rifle with the
killing of a Texas Ranger four years back,” the prosecutor
said.

With that announcement the courthouse
became a madhouse as reporters bolted for the doors trying to get
to a phone. Sounding the gavel, the Judgejudge recessed the court
until the following morning. “The prosecutor and defense lawyer
will meet me in my chambers in five minutes,” the judge
said.

C30 - Sitting in The Darkness

The first day had been a bad day in court for the Bakers.
George Ford sat in the room above the diner looking at the pair and
said, “You both look like you have been run over by a train. This
is going to get nothing but worse unless Willy recalls what
happened. Willy, you are being made out to be a cold-blooded killer
and if you don’t start remembering what you have forgotten, you are
going back to prison for the rest of your life or
worse.”

“I’m trying to remember! I
want this to be over one way or the other! I fear for Bonnie and
the baby! I just can’t get past the wall in my mind!” Willy
exclaimed.

“Didn’t the letter bring
anything back to you?” George said.

“No, not even the Doc’s
involvement. I wish I could remember, good or bad! This has to
end!” Willy stated emphatically.

George took a deep breath and said,
“Well now, Doc Mueller has to have a lawyer before he can be
recalled to the stand. Your supper will be here shortly. I’m going
to go to my office and look through some case studies.” Standing,
George Ford looked at the two of them sitting together and said,
“You know that the papers are comparing you two to Bonnie and
Clyde. We did not fare well today. I will see you in the
morning.”

After the two had eaten, Bonnie sat on
the side of the bed, rubbing her sore shoulder. “Bonnie, turn off
the light, I want to sit here in the dark and think for a while,”
Willy said. The room faced out over the town square and Willy sat
looking at the dark street. His eyes followed the figure of the
sheriff as he left his office for the patrol car.

“If this goes bad for me,
you and the baby will be okay. The ranch is paid for and your
family is here to help you,” Willy said softly to
Bonnie.

“I’m not so sure,” Bonnie
said. “Considering the fact that your child will be raised in a
town where it’s father is in prison or will be put to death. I will
stay here because I’m tired of running from myself and this is
where I stop. The only way we can live with our heads held high is
if your memory comes back. We need it all out in the open, good or
bad. If there is a cloud of mystery surrounding what happened here,
we will never be free from speculation and ridicule. Our child will
be tormented by other children for the things they hear grownups
say, just like Thomas Taylor. I can live with the truth. Anything
less will haunt us for the rest of our lives.”

Sitting in the darkness Willy began to
weep. Something deep inside him surfaced and he could no longer
hold back. Bonnie sat up in bed when she heard the quiet sobbing
from the man who had never shown this kind of emotion. Stepping
over to him, she caressed his black hair and said, “Willy, you have
never cried in all the time I have known you. I believe that it is
a good thing. Now come to bed. I need you to hold me. When I’m in
your arms I feel safe and I need to feel safe tonight.”

Below their window Bart circled the
town square, his mind going over the events of the day. The rifle
had cleared him from years of suspicion. The mob guys would not
implicate him in the barn fire because he could be of service to
them on the outside. He had contacts now and he could take up where
Judd had left off. Once Willy was in prison, he would take steps to
insure Willy’s memory never returned. He could quit this sheriff
business but for now he would sit tight and keep his eyes
open.

C31 - Court Day 2---The Truck Driver

The sun came up with a vengeance. By eight o’clock it was hot,
and people had begun to gather hoping to get a seat in the
courtroom. Those that were not fortunate enough to gain entrance
followed the shade from one side of the courthouse to the other as
the day progressed.

Bonnie watched the people below from
behind the curtain in her room. “Willy, where did all these people
come from?” she asked. Catching the face of her mother standing
under one of the old oak trees that adorned the four corners of the
courtyard Bonnie started crying softly. Stepping up behind her,
Willy put his hands around her waist. The smell of shaving cream
sent a surge of excitement through her. Leaning her head back
against his chest, she said, “Look at mother out there! She looks
tired. Just about the time she thinks she has found the daughter
she has always wanted, this blows up. I’m dragging this family
through a worse time than ever before. I wonder what she thinks of
her newly found daughter. I was kidding myself to think none of
this would come out. I suppose that was just wishful thinking.”
Tears coursed down her face. “Oh Mom, I am so sorry,” she
sobbed.

“Bonnie, for all it’s
worth, none of this is your fault. Your mother knows that all this
was my doing. I may not know anything about our past, but you are
in no way responsible for this. One thing I know is that I’m madly
in love with you. I am totally responsible so don’t shoulder any of
the blame for this,” Willy said.

“Willy, you must not take
blame for things you don’t understand. It will be bad enough as
it,” she said.

“I just want this to end,
you have been through enough!” Willy said.

A knock on the door signaled it was
time to go. They were the last to be escorted across the street. A
few minutes later the court room was called to order and the second
day started.

“Your Honor, we concluded
with the rifle yesterday. I will have more to say tomorrow on the
subject,” the prosecutor stated.

“The prosecution calls Mr.
Fred Mayfield to the stand.” Standing up stiffly Fred made his way
to the front and was sworn in.

The prosecutor began by saying, “Mr.
Mayfield, can you tell this court why you are here in
Huntsville?”

“I read in the paper about
the body in the cemetery and was with the man what did the
shooting. I came to explain how I was involved in this mess,”
Mayfield stated.

“Mr. Mayfield, do you know
the defendant Mr. Baker?” the prosecutor asked.

“Yes,” Fred
said.

The prosecutor continued, “Will you
point him out to the court?”

Fred looked at Willy sitting at the
table and nodded in his direction.

“How did you know Mr.
Baker?” Perkins asked.

“I used to drive trucks
for his boss, off and on. Most of my contact with the mob was
through Willy,” Mayfield said.

“How do you mean that?”
asked the prosecutor.

“When I couldn’t find
honest work and needed money, I would drive a load or two for his
boss,” stated Mayfield.

“Will you tell the court
who his boss was?” asked the prosecutor.

“A fellow by the name of
Walter McDonald. He paid better than regular trucking jobs, but
unless I was desperate, I usually didn’t take jobs from him,” Fred
said.

“What was in the trucks he
had you drive?” the prosecutor continued questioning.

“I tried not to notice but
mostly stolen goods, liquor and the like,” Mayfield
replied.

“You knew you were
breaking the law by driving those trucks, didn’t you?” asked the
prosecutor.

“Yes,” Mayfield
stated.

The prosecutor resumed, “How did you
know the defendant Mr. Baker?”

“He was like a bookie or
something for McDonald. Willy is an easy guy to like. I didn’t mind
driving as long as I answered to Mr. Baker,” Fred
stated.

“The night of the
hijacking, where were you?” asked the prosecutor.

“I was asleep in a small
shack beside the barn where the trucks were parked,” Mayfield
stated.

The prosecutor then asked Fred
Mayfield to tell his side of the story, “Tell this court what
happened then.”

“Sometime after midnight
we were woke by the sound of the truck engines starting. Hawkins
jumped up and grabbed the door. It had been locked from the outside
and he was unable to get out. He started shooting at the lock
trying to blast it off the door. Suddenly bullets started hitting
the shack and we got down. Then suddenly the door started swinging
open. The first truck had made the road and was disappearing around
the curve when we came out of the shed,” Mayfield
stated.

“What happened then?”
asked the prosecutor.

Mayfield continued, “The second truck
was passing in front of the shack and Hawkins was shooting like a
wild man. He ran out of shells about the time the truck made the
dirt road. Running back in the shack he grabbed a rifle and got off
one last shot at the second truck as it disappeared around the
curve.”

“Did you do any shooting?”
the prosecutor asked.

“I don’t carry a gun. I
was hired to drive trucks. I ain’t paid to shoot people. I just
drive trucks. I didn’t know anyone was shot until I read the
newspaper in Shreveport and put two and two together,” Mayfield
insisted.

“Why did you leave when
the trucks were stolen?” the prosecutor questioned.

“If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t
be here now. I decided to give myself up and so here I am,”
Mayfield said.

“No further questions,
Your Honor,” the prosecutor stated and sat down.

Looking up from the tablet on which he
was taking notes, George said, “I have no questions at this time,
Your Honor. I would reserve the right to recall this witness at a
later time if need be.”

“Permission granted. Mr.
Mayfield, you may step down. Mr. Prosecutor, call your next
witness.”

C32 - Court Day 3---Winners and Losers

Alarge crowd stood around the courthouse hoping to get a seat
in the small courtroom. It was nine a.m. when the witnesses were
escorted from the rooming houses around town. Judy especially
enjoyed the attention being in the company of Fred Mayfield. She
had spent hours this morning working to look her best. She must
remember to thank the judge for the vacation from the diner. All
this notoriety was helping her self-esteem. Her new boyfriend was a
celebrity. Since she had been taking care of Fred, he had gained
much needed weight, was clean shaven, and his clothes didn’t clash.
Judy had found a diamond in the rough and with her assistance Fred
looked distinguished.

The sun was bright overhead when a
shiny new Buick maneuvered its way around the congested square.
Mike Walker signaled the car and guided the driver into the parking
spot he had been detailed to guard. A well-dressed woman stepped
from the car and up on the sidewalk.

“I have been waiting for
you; this parking place was getting hard to hold,” Mike
said.

A flash of white teeth greeted him and
the two made their way across the lawn. The crowd stood watching
and wondering who this veiled well-dressed woman was. Surely, she
was from Chicago and had connections to the Bakers. The court room
was seated, and the day began anew. The defense attorney called his
first witness to the stand.

“The defense calls Willow
Smith,” George Ford said. The lanky woman stood and made her way
along the back aisle of the courtroom. Gasps were heard from all
over the courtroom as she stood. None had recognized her when she
had entered…now the sister-in-law of Judd Smith would have her day
in court. Willow stepped into the aisle, pausing just long enough
to give everyone in the room time to get a good look. Down front
the judge quickly put his glasses on and gave her a big smile. The
women in the courtroom now recognized her and whispers were heard
around the courtroom. Today this once homely girl would make a
statement in Huntsville about starting over. The burdensome family
life she had lived was over. The money in the banks had been
invested wisely and she could have most anything she wanted in
life. There was nothing cheap about the way she looked. The dress
was stylish but modest and her sultry frame made it look all the
better. A complete make-over in Houston and a new wardrobe had done
wonders for her disposition. The white caps on her teeth added a
new dimension to her smile. She had not stopped smiling since she
had left the dentist chair. No one had ever noticed her figure
hidden under the flour sack dresses but today she had an audience.
This was the day she had longed for. She had given up her youth to
a drunken husband. Today she would regain as much dignity and
respect as she could. Willow had driven to Houston two weeks before
with the money she had found in the grain crib. With the help of a
Houston banker and his smartly dressed wife, Willow’s life had
taken a new direction. A couple of weeks of intense pain and
determination had paid off. She had returned with a new smile, a
wardrobe designed by those who know fashion in Houston, and driving
a new Four Hole Buick. Stepping down the aisle she didn’t have to
strut. It was just natural to that body. Every man in the house
gave her a smile and cordial nod if they could catch her
eye.

Doc Mueller knew what was coming and
rose to greet her. He had been sitting down front next to the aisle
and he stood at her approach. This was Willow’s day and he intended
to make it one she would always remember. Stopping in front of Doc,
she reached out her hand to greet her longtime friend. Taking her
hand, he promptly leaned over and kissed the extended hand to the
hoots and whistles of the courtroom.

Behind Doc the gavel sounded loud and
clear through the courtroom bringing the court back in control.
“Doc Mueller, I hold you in contempt of court and charge you with
supplying the bait on our next fishing trip!” The ring of the gavel
brought the court back in control and the judge said, “Ladies and
Gentlemen, we have had our lighter moment, now let’s get back to
the task at hand.”

“Mrs. Smith, will you tell
the court your relationship to individuals connected to this
trial,” George Ford asked.

“My stepson was murdered
at the cemetery. My brother-in-law, Judd Smith, is implicated in
the shooting of Mr. Baker and the later attempt on the Baker’s
lives,” Willow stated.

“Mrs. Smith, it has been
well established that your husband’s brother, Judd Smith, attempted
to kill the Bakers. Do you believe that he was capable of such a
deed?” George continued his questioning.

“Judd was a different and
strange man. When I heard of his involvement I was not surprised,”
she said.

“Do you believe that he
should receive all the blame he has coming?” asked
George.

“Yes,” she
replied.

Stepping to the side of the witness
box, George looked at the jury and asked, “Do you think he might be
getting blame for somethings he did not do? Such as the killing of
Texas Ranger Jake Walker?” George asked.

“Yes, I do,” Willow
said.

Complete silence came over the
courtroom. In the front row of the courtroom, Boxcar could only
dream he was standing in front of this crowd of reporters and
citizens, rather than this pimple faced kid of a lawyer. Life was
so unfair. At this moment, a pin drop would have sounded like a
railroad spike falling on this highly polished floor. In the
courtroom every eye was fixed on this young lawyer, waiting in rapt
anticipation for the next words to come from his mouth. Boxcar
Evans had taken theater while studying law. Knowing that in just
such a courtroom situation one needed such a gift of theatrics. Of
which this wet-behind-the-ears kid standing before him in the cheap
grey suit did not possess. ‘Oh, such injustice…such injustice!’ he
thought.

Walking over to the evidence table
George picked up the rifle and asked, “Do you recognize this
rifle?” he asked Willow Smith.

“Yes,” was Willow's
response.

“Where have you seen this
before?” George asked.

“I saw it the day it was
given to Judd,” she replied.

“Was there anything
significant about that day to you?” asked George.

“I didn’t know it at the
time, but it was the day that Mr. Baker was shot. Judd brought the
rifle home with him. He was in a big hurry to sight it in. He had a
shooting range back of the house where he sighted in his rifles and
took target practice. I had to admire his ability with a gun,” she
said.

Bart Wells stood in the back of the
courtroom almost in a state of shock. Wanting to break and run he
stood frozen to the spot as Willow continued.

“You know for sure Judd
had just gotten this rifle?” George asked.

“Yes, the one thing Judd
and I had in common was we both loved to shoot. He had taught me to
shoot and I hoped to shoot this rifle. It was not one of his
regular rifles. I had shot them all. This one was different. There
was a leather pouch full of shells with the rifle. I started to
pick it up, but he stopped me.

‘Don’t touch any of those
shells,’ he cautioned me. “I asked if he
had bought a new gun. His response was someone had just given it to
him. I watched him put that leather pad on the stock to soften the
kick and a new scope. Then he put on a pair of gloves which was
unusual. After shooting a few rounds and sighting the riflescope he
carefully picked up the casings and put them in his pocket. Then he
let me shoot,” Willow said.

“Judd let you shoot the
rifle?” George asked.

Willow responded, “Yes, first he took
a couple of shells from a set I had seen him load and I fired the
first one while he looked through a set of powerful
binoculars.”

“Well how did you do?”
George asked.

“Judd laughed a surprised
laugh. ‘I taught you well! You actually hit
the target. You are about six inches to the right. Try
again,’ he said,” Willow said with a
smile.

“What was so surprising
about you hitting the target?” George asked.

“The target was so far out
it was almost impossible to see unless you were looking through the
scope. My second shot missed the target completely,” Willow
said.

Again, George turned to the jury and
said, “Ladies and Gentlemen of the jury, the shells in the pouch
and the shell casing found at the scene did not have Mr. Smith’s
prints on them. There were two different sets of prints on most of
the shells. No match has been found for them at this time. If and
when we identify the prints, we will solve the murder of Ranger
Jake Walker years ago.” Turning back to the witness stand George
asked, “Did Judd say who gave him the rifle?” In the back of the
courtroom the sheriff wavered and looked as if he would faint as
she answered.

“He said a friend had just
given him the rifle. Then he told me, ‘You
ask too many questions. Go feed the stock.’’’ she replied.

Turning from the witness box George
surveyed the courtroom and stated, “Your Honor and members of the
jury, if Judd Smith was given the rifle that day, it must have come
from the real killer of Ranger Walker. I believe the killer not
only hired Judd Smith to kill the Bakers but set him up to take the
fall for the ranger's killing years earlier. Judd figured out the
rifle was a setup and made sure his prints were not on the shells.
When Judd’s plan backfired and he was killed by a freak turn of
events, the real killer figured he was in the clear for the killing
of the ranger,” George stated.

Across the courtroom, Lightfoot sat
watching the face of the sheriff. All these years they had no
suspects but finally he was looking at the culprit. He had watched
Bart grow pale as Willow gave her testimony. The sheriff was guilty
that was for sure. They had never found the rifle that had killed
his friend Jake…until now. Had it not been for the smart young
lawyer, Bart would have almost convinced everyone Judd was the
killer,

Judge Stewart adjourned the session
and the reporters fled the building to find telephones for the
latest bomb shell. Tomorrow’s papers would make lawyer Ford look
like a smart, formidable lawyer to the world.

George leaned back in his chair
smiling to himself. This had gone well for him today and he felt a
streak of pride rise up within himself. Swinging around in his
chair to watch the people leave, his eyes came to rest on the
person sitting directly behind him. His smile faded as he sat eye
to eye with the girl from the department store. Turning back
abruptly his pride washed away in the wake of those blue
eyes.

“You really are a lawyer,”
she stated.

“I suppose you are sitting
behind me by accident,” George replied.

“Nope, I picked this chair
on purpose…you have been avoiding me. So, I decided to come real
early so I could sit behind you,” she said with a smile.

“I have not been avoiding
you,” George responded.

“Oh, what was that little
thing you did at the candy store?” she asked.

“Alright, I have been
avoiding you,” he admitted.

“Well after cleaning up
after your dog, I figure you owe me,” she said looking into his
eyes.

“I owe you what? Err---
that’s not my dog!” he said while his ears turned red.

“Well there is a dance
tomorrow night at the Student Center on campus and I want you to
come as my guest,” she said.

“You mean like a date?”
George asked.

“Something like that,” she
said.

“I don’t know what time we
will recess tomorrow,” he replied.

“Why don’t you tell the
judge you are not feeling well and ask for an early recess
tomorrow?” she suggested teasingly.

“You are not studying to
be a lawyer, are you?” George asked.

“No, my values are too
high for that,” she said smiling.

George grinned and the captivating
blue eyes fluttered at him. “It’s a date,” he said as she turned
and walked away. “Wait! I haven’t gotten your name!” he called out
to her. It was too late. She had disappeared into the
crowd.

George had totally forgotten Bonnie
and Willy sitting beside him. They sat grinning at him which made
him blush. “Well, I see something good coming out of this,” Bonnie
said.

C33 - Court Day 4---A Good Witness

"The defense calls Alice Parker to the stand,” George Ford
said. Alice stood and walked to the front of the courtroom. Looking
over at Willy and Bonnie she smiled softly. “Alice, will you tell
the court how you came to know the Bakers?” George
asked.

“Two years ago, my husband
Billy and I were walking down an alley in Chicago when two thugs
started to beat up Billy. Like an avenging angel Willy appeared and
stopped them. All three of us were taken to a mission in Chicago
for the down and out. He had just arrived in Chicago and needed
work and a place to live. A few days later Bonnie showed up. She
had been beaten up pretty badly by her boyfriend, so Billy and I
took care of her. Willy started helping out with her and we all
became friends. When the swelling went down in her face, she was a
beauty. I could see the tenderness in Willy’s eyes and the kindness
in his voice when he was around her. After a few days he left the
mission, but every day he came back to see us. Then he started
dressing better and bringing us small things. It wasn’t long until
he moved us all into an apartment. I got a job in a grocery store.
Willy got Billy a job working in a garage. When it looked like we
could take care of ourselves, Willy and Bonnie moved out. Billy and
I were able to hold on to the apartment. There were times when we
fell behind on the rent and Willy would pay it for us without our
even knowing. He was keeping tabs on us. He became our guardian
angel, so to speak,” she said. “One day he and Bonnie came by in a
hurry and picked up some bags he had stored with us.
‘You will hear from me,’ he said. ‘Things will be different
for you if you will hold on and wait for my
instructions.’

“Did the instructions ever
come?” George asked.

“Yes, one day we got a
phone call. It was Willy and he told us to look in the closet in
his room. We would find a key to a lockbox at the bus station,”
Alice stated.

“How long had it been
since he had been in that room?” asked George.

“It was a year since he
had stayed with us,” Alice replied.

“So, the key may have been
there a year? He had planned something for over a year would you
say?” he asked.

“I guess so,” Alice
responded.

“What were your
instructions?” George asked.

“There was money and
tickets in the lockbox. We were to come to Texas. He had bought a
service station and we would take over and run the station. Willy
wanted Billy to have his dream of working on cars. When we got to
Texas there was an old man running the station. Willy had bought
the station and the house behind it for us with one stipulation for
the old man,” she said.

“What stipulation was
that?” questioned George.

“He couldn’t leave until
he had trained Billy and me to run the station,” she
replied.

George turned and walked back in front
of the Bakers and asked, “Alice, do you think that Mr. Baker is the
cold-blooded killer he is being made out to be?”

Looking at Bonnie and Willy she said,
“If it were not for Willy, we would still be on the streets of
Chicago. Every night we would be seeking a new place to hide from
the evil that stalked the streets. I remember the cold hungry
nights when I thought we would not wake up. Now I go to bed in a
comfortable home that is mine and tears come to my eyes to think
someone could care for us as he has. I do not believe he could kill
anyone, and Bonnie is most fortunate to have his love.”

George continued his questioning, “Do
you know why he went to Chicago?”

Looking down at her hands she spoke
quietly.

“Alice, you will have to
speak up so the jury can hear you,” George said.

“I think he was looking
for someone,” Alice said louder.

“You think he was looking
for someone?” George reiterated.

“Willy wanted to know who
the leaders of the Irish and Italian families in Chicago were,”
Alice replied.

“In particular who was he
looking for?” George asked.

“Walter McDonald and Gino
LaSalle,” she said.

George turned to the jury and said,
“Ladies and Gentlemen…I have asked questions that may have put my
client in a bad light. In the letter I have read to you and in
talking with Mr. Baker and his wife, I have been instructed to try
and find out the truth to all this. Isn’t that a refreshing idea? I
do not believe he was involved in any murders. There is no evidence
indicating that. Whatever verdicts are rendered in this trial,
Bonnie and her baby will have to live with it. It may very well be
that down this very street Willy will spend time or even worse. So
only the truth can set Bonnie and her child free to live among the
community without constant rumors.” In the back of his head George
knew that if he revealed anything Willy may have been involved in
before the prosecutor did, it may look more favorable for his
client. Turning back, he said, “Alice do you know anything about
Mr. Baker’s business dealings?”

“No,” she
responded.

“Your witness, Mr.
Prosecutor,” the judge stated as George sat down.

“Your Honor, it appears we
all strive for the same thing. That is, to know what happened and
Mr. Baker’s involvement in these matters. I find his amnesia
extremely convenient, but I have no questions at this time and
request to be able to recall if necessary,” the prosecutor
responded.

“The state calls Ronald
Joseph Watson to the stand,” George Ford stated.

Beaver Watson stepped up and raised
his right hand. He had been confined at the rooming house and was
anxious to be home with his wife.

“Mr. Watson, please
explain for the court your relationship with Willy Baker,” the
prosecutor said.

“Five years ago, Baker and
I was brought to Huntsville Prison. We were shackled together, and
both had a king size chip on our shoulders. I had been involved in
moving stolen goods from the Texas coast to Chicago and got caught
with a load. I received a five-year sentence, because I would not
roll over on who I was driving for,” Beaver responded.

“Were there any other
convictions against you?” George asked.

“I had to be subdued by
the arresting officer and I was carrying a gun,” he
replied.

“What was the name of the
man you were working for?” George asked.

“His name was Walter
McDonald. He is a member of the Chicago mob,” Beaver
stated.

“So, Mr. Baker got the
names from you?” George inquired.

“Yes. I’m not sure, but
looking back on the time we spent in prison and the research he did
in the papers, I believe he was looking for answers to some wrong
done to him,” Beaver replied.

George continued, “Mr. Watson, take us
back to the years you spent with Mr. Baker in prison and explain
what you mean?”

“I tried to talk to him a
few times, but he was like a caged animal, pacing in his cell and
sitting on his bunk rocking back and forth. One day he asked for
all the newspapers that he could get from the library. Willy had
the guards bringing him newspapers from home,” Watson
stated.

“Willy started tying
events together and the more he put together the more he settled
down. Soon he became more thoughtful, so to speak. Finally, one day
he came to me holding the paper that detailed my arrest and
conviction. He knew more about me than I knew myself. The questions
he asked me led me to believe that he had found what he was looking
for. He did not confide in me much but asked a lot of questions. I
told him about moving stolen goods from the Texas coast and the
contacts I had cultivated down there,” Beaver said.

George held up the newspaper detailing
the arrest of Gino LaSalle and he showed it to the jury.

Ford concluded his questioning with
Beaver by saying,“Ladies and Gentlemen, Mr. Baker was instrumental
in the arrest of all these criminals in Chicago. Not only was a
gangster by the name of Gino LaSalle arrested but half the crooked
politicians in Chicago along with him. The information that led the
FBI to the stolen trucks and the arrests came from Mr. Baker. The
trucks came from Mr. Walter McDonald who Mr. Baker worked for. I
submit he may have been working for a mobster, but he was only
setting these crooks up for the fall they both took. The
unfortunate events here in Huntsville were the results of evil
being exposed. No one should be held accountable for another’s evil
actions.”

C34 - Court Day 5---Family Business

The courthouse lawn was crowded the morning a shiny black
Cadillac made its way around the square. Roger Spillman and Emil
Hosea sat in the front seat. Leaning forward Jesse Rash again
explained his mission and said, “Roger, pull in over there for a
minute.”

Roger Spillman maneuvered the car next
to the curb and cut the engine. Jesse spoke to Emil, “Now, Emil,
don’t be nervous. I want you to walk all the way around the
courthouse and go to that ranger standing by the door. Hand him
this letter and simply tell him you were instructed to give the
letter to him. It is addressed to Captain Eastman of the Texas
Rangers. He will want to know who gave the letter to you, but you
must act dumb. Just say a short fat man standing outside the diner
paid you five dollars to deliver the letter and then he turned and
walked into the crowd. You would not be able to identify the man if
they asked you. Roger will drive the car down to that side street
over there and wait for you. If you are followed, just keep walking
around town. Amy and I will be in the courthouse and Roger will
connect with you.”

A few minutes later a tall ranger
handed Captain Eastman the letter and explained a young Mexican had
been paid to deliver the letter to him. Eastman quickly read the
letter and motioned to Lightfoot who stood against the wall and
said, “Chief, I was just handed this. Go check it out immediately!
Call me at the hotel tonight when you have something to tell
me.”

“Captain, this is a
Houston address. It will take me most of the day to get there,”
Chief Lightfoot pointed out.

“I know, but make it as
fast as you can. I had to talk to Ranger Wright’s wife a few days
ago. I want to know how Baker is implicated in all of this. If he
is guilty of causing this mess, I want to tell her I had him put
away,” Captain Eastman stated.

“Captain, you can learn a
lot about people by watching how they react in situations like
this. I’m not so sure Baker is lying about his amnesia. I doubt
very seriously he is capable of committing a cold-blooded murder. I
will call you later and keep you posted,” the chief
replied.

Leaving the courthouse Lightfoot
headed for Houston. It was a hot day and the drive gave him time to
think. It was late when he found the address he was looking for.
Surrounded by rundown trailers in a slum area, he searched each
trailer in the park for the right address. Removing his white
ranger Stetson hat he wiped his brow and frowned. The address on
the small dilapidated trailer was Mira Simpson. It was not yet dark
for which he was glad. He hated to talk to scared people through a
door. Knocking on the door he called for Mrs. Simpson.

“What do you want with
me?” she asked through the door.

“Mrs. Simpson, I am a
Texas Ranger and need to talk to you,” Chief Lightfoot
replied.

Slowly the door opened to show a gaunt
old lady glaring out at him who said, “Mr., I see your badge! So, I
ask you again, what you want with me?”

“Ma’am, do you have a
relative by the name of Willy Baker?” he asked.

“Willy is my sister’s boy.
Is he back in trouble again?” she asked.

“I guess you could say
he’s in a lot of trouble. I’m hoping you can shed some light on the
situation. Have you read the Houston papers in the last few
months?” Chief Lightfoot asked.

“I don’t see so well
anymore and can’t afford the paper,” Mrs. Simpson
stated.

“You visited him in prison
a couple of years back. Do you remember that?” the chief
asked.

“I remember that as clear
as if it was yesterday. Sometimes I still think about Willy,” she
said.

“Would you like to take a
trip to Huntsville, all expenses paid, and escorted by a real
genuine Comanche Texas Ranger as your personal driver? We will eat
at the best restaurant between here and Huntsville. I will have you
a room reserved when we get there, plus I will have a nice female
ranger take you shopping for a new wardrobe. All compliments of the
Texas Rangers,” Chief Lightfoot offered.

Mira Simpson had been looking through
a small gap in the door, now she opened it completely. “You stay
out here, and I’ll get a bag packed,” she quickly
replied.

In Huntsville, the day in court had
been mundane to say the least. The judge had been alerted to the
new witness and had held things to a minimum. George asked, “Your
Honor, may I approach the bench?” Looking over his glasses Judge
Stewart motioned for him to come forward. Stepping up to the bench
George leaned over and whispered, “Your Honor, could we recess
early today? I’m not feeling well.”

“Well, I don’t see
anything that would not wait until tomorrow,” the judge said his
face showing a hint of curiosity.

“George, I have been
noticing you watching the clock since noon,” the judge
stated.

“Your Honor, I have this
splitting headache and need to lie down for a while,” George
said.

“I suppose we can call it
a day. My daughter will be mighty disappointed if you’re not well
enough to escort her to the dance tonight.” George stood with his
mouth open...her last name was Stewart. A small smile broke the
corner of the judge’s mouth in spite of his attempt to hold a
serious look.

C35 - Court Day 6---Family Ties

Amy Rash sat near the back of the courtroom and eyed the old
lady sitting on the front row. George stated confidently, “The
defense calls Mira Simpson to the witness stand.” The stunned
prosecutor looked at his assistant. They both turned to see this
new witness they had no idea existed. George Ford was happy; this
was the first surprise witness he had put on the witness stand. On
the front row sitting by Lightfoot an old lady with a walking cane
stood and with the chief’s help made her way forward. In the
witness box, Mira turned to be sworn in. Her wrinkled face held a
kind expression and a set of dark brown eyes scanned the crowd
finally coming to rest on Willy and Bonnie.

“Mrs. Simpson, do you
recognize the defendant?” George Ford asked.

“Yes, I do,” she
said.

“Will you tell the court
your relationship to the defendant?” George asked.

“He is my late sister’s
son and he is my last living relative,” Mrs. Simpson
replied.

“Have you been here in
Huntsville before?” George asked.

“Years ago, I came to
Huntsville to see Willy. I have forgotten many things in my old
age, but that visit will be with me until I die,” she
responded.

“Can you tell us how you
came to be here this morning?” George said.

“You need to talk louder,
Young Man! I don’t hear so well anymore,” Mira said.

Raising his voice, George asked, “Can
you tell us how you came to be here?”

“You don’t have to yell! I
ain’t deaf,” she said. The courtroom broke out in
laughter.

“Just take your time and
tell us all you know about Willy Baker,” George stated.

Mira Simpson moved around in the hard
witness chair trying to find a comfortable position. Pointing her
finger at Lightfoot she said, “Yesterday, that Ranger Lightfoot
came to see me. He explained what was going on here. He was sent to
see if I could shed some light on this situation. Mr. Ford, after
talking to you last night I realized I could. Ranger Lightfoot
offered me a much-needed change of scenery, so I was glad to come.
I don’t see so well anymore so I don’t read the papers.”

“Mrs. Simpson, please tell
this court the story you told me last night. Take your time and we
will be patient and listen.” Frustrated from trying to communicate
with her, George was glad to sit down and let her talk
freely.

A glass of water was set by the chair
for Mira and she started, “A few years ago I got a letter from
Willy. He explained he was in prison here in Huntsville and asked
if I could come see him. In the letter he told me that his mother,
my only sister and last family member, besides him, had
died.”

Taking a sip of water, she continued,
“I hadn’t communicated with her in years. I was curious about him
being in prison, so I bought a bus ticket for Huntsville. From the
letters my sister had written I suspected he would end up in
prison. He had been in prison about a year when I came and what I
found was not at all what I expected. I don’t know what prompted
him to write me. We really didn’t know each other, but for whatever
reason he wanted to talk to someone. I suppose he picked me because
even though we were kin we were total strangers. I had never seen
him before. I had only seen him in pictures my sister sent me. When
they brought him in behind the glass, I recognized him immediately.
He sure was the spitting image of his daddy.” Mira took a sip of
water and wiped her mouth and stated, “He didn’t have much love for
his mother. They never got along and even in prison he showed no
remorse. He told me that he and his brother John were the only two
people at the funeral, except for a preacher and
undertaker.”

Mira settled back in the chair and
tried to make herself comfortable. She resumed her testimony, “The
story he told me I will remember for the rest of my life.” Her eyes
focused on the fan at the back of the courtroom; her mind seemed
far away. Her voice was strong and carried across the
courtroom.

‘It was a hot day in the
Texas panhandle. A breeze, even a hot one, would have been
welcomed. Willy and John Baker stood by the grave of their mother
until the dirt was shoveled over the casket.’

‘What are we going to do
now, Willy?’ John asked.

‘I don’t know, I haven’t
thought that far ahead. For now, let’s just get as far away from
here as we can,’ Willy said.

‘I want to put some flowers
on Mothers’ grave before we leave. It’s not right that she don’t
have a bouquet of flowers on her grave!’ John said.

‘Flowers will not matter to
her now,’ Willy said.

‘She should have flowers,
Willy,’ John reiterated.

‘I don’t get you, John!
Mother beat you more than she did me! Now you want to put flowers
on her grave? Go over there and get some off that grave if you are
so dead set on it!’ Willy said.

‘That’s stealing, Willy! I
want to get her some store-bought flowers,’ John
replied.

‘Suit yourself, Chump. I
will be leaving as soon as I get my clothes together. If you’re
coming with me, you better be quick. I plan on getting out of here
before that low-down banker comes for that old car of Mom’s. The
crook stole our land and home and if he intends to get this old
car, he will have to find it. I need a drink to celebrate our
new-found freedom,’ Willy said.

‘Willy, why do you have to
go and say a thing like that? She did the best she could when she
was sober. One of these days you will be just like her if you don’t
stop drinking,’ John said.

‘John, there will be one
big difference between Mom and me. I will not have a couple of kids
to beat on and make their lives a living hell when I’m drunk. My
drinking won’t hurt anyone but me,’ Willy said.

‘Well, after seeing what
drinking did to our parents you should know better,’ John
stated.

Willy had been walking
away when he whirled around and yelled, ‘Don’t preach to me, John!
I don’t want to hear it!’

‘Alright, I will get the
flowers and meet you at Jesse’s house……which way are we going?’
John asked.

‘We will go anyway we want
to from now on… I guess we will head south. Mom had a sister living
in Houston. I guess we can go by and tell her about her sister,’
Willy said.

‘The boys left Lubbock a
few hours later and headed south. They never made it to see me.
From the pictures their mother had sent me the boys were fine
looking and evidently the ladies liked them, and Willy liked them
back. Willy liked the ladies and the bottle and tried to see as
much of both as he could every day. On the way south John done the
driving and tried to reason with Willy. They got as far as Temple
before the money ran out. John went looking for a job while Willy
looked for a place to live. When they met back up, John found Willy
with that old mischievous smile on his face that always got them in
trouble,’ Mira said.

‘I found a job, Willy, and
they need me to start tonight. I will be working at a lumber supply
store on Elm Street doing inventory,’ John said proudly.

‘Good, you work tonight,
and I will work tomorrow night,’ Willy said.

‘Willy, I don’t like to
fool people!’ John said.

‘Lighten up, John. I got us
a room for half price! They don’t know we’re twins. By the way we
go by the name of Billy Jack Conner,’ Willy said
smiling.

‘Billy Jack Conner is dead!
He died when he was ten!’ John said.

‘I know that, Dummy! Just
say you’re Billy Jack. This will be fun!’ Willy said.

‘Willy, will you ever stop
with the practical jokes?’ John asked.

Mira took a sip of water and wiped her
mouth with a tissue. “It wasn’t in Willy to change his conniving
ways,” she said.

Mira then
continued, ‘Just how bad can you get? We
are taking advantage of an old widow woman. That is just about as
low as you have ever gone,’ John said.

“Willy just laughed at John
and enjoyed his practical joke. The widow didn’t know she had two
boys living in her back room paying rent as one. For Willy, life
was a game and he didn’t take anything seriously. John didn’t like
fooling the widow, but to keep the peace he went along. John
figured to pay the widow back some way,” Mira said.

‘John worked long hours and
the widow at the boarding house knew one boy. While the people that
worked with John knew an entirely different boy. They were morally
as different as night and day. Willy always dressed like John and
their hair was cut the same. John did the working and it kept them
fed. Willy, on the other hand, had other things on his mind. He was
lazy and spent his time over in Georgetown courting a girl. True to
form, it didn’t take long until he was in trouble with the girl’s
family. Her father was the local sheriff and had a side business
running the only liquor store in town. One night the sheriff was
waiting for Billy Jack, I mean Willy, when he came a-calling.
Conveniently, the girl’s mother had taken her shopping in Temple
while her daddy lay in wait by her bedroom window. Just as Willy
got to the window a lighter flared and lit the sheriff’s
cigarette.’

‘Hello Billy Jack!’ he
said. ‘I was about to give up on you, I figure it was about time we
got to know one another. The talk around town is getting
embarrassing. So tonight, I want to have a little talk with you and
see if we can come to an understanding.’ The sheriff blew smoke in
Willy’s face and continued, ‘Now listen, real careful son, because
I just hate to repeat myself.’ Stepping out in the light from the
window the sheriff stood tapping a night stick on the palm of his
hand. He was a big man that seldom had a need to carry a gun. ‘You
will either marry my daughter tonight or you will go to prison for
robbing my store.’ Pulling a fold of paper from his pocket, he held
it in the light and continued to stare down Willy saying, ‘To show
you how serious I am, this is a warrant for the arrest of one Billy
Jack Conner, signed all legal and proper by Judge Peele. Judge
Peele is my brother-in-law and I promise you this is not a joke.
You are facing hard time. Boy, you just fooled around with the
wrong girl. Now it’s time to face the music. By the way, the man
standing behind you is my deputy.’

‘Willy turned to see a
large man step from the dark. For a long time, he stood looking at
the two men as the deputy moved around beside the sheriff. The
deputy’s name tag said Rusty and the two made a formidable and
convincing pair. Rusty was a big homely boy and obviously didn’t
like Willy’s good looks. It was in his mind to change
them.’

‘Sheriff, why don’t I just
turn around and leave your good town. I don’t have a hankering to
marry your daughter or anyone else,’ Willy said.

‘It’s a little too late for
that, Boy! There is talk here in town and my good name is at stake.
You’ve made me look bad with your carrying on. After I work on you
a while, you will make a right nice son-in-law. My gal sure has her
heart set on you, but putting you in prison won’t bother my
conscious either. The judge is waiting right now to perform a
wedding ceremony, so you better make up your mind. The women folks
will be pulling up any minute.’ the sheriff stated.

“Willy…I mean Billy Jack,
sighed deeply. He saw little chance the sheriff would be obliging,”
Mira said.

‘Sheriff, I have always had
a problem listening to the voice of reason. I would like to be
reasonable, though. You don’t want me as your son-in-law; I’m a
shiftless cuss and hate authority, so just let me leave and I will
not bother you good folks again.’

“The sheriff laughed out
loud and Willy frowned. It was just not to be. Willy had made a
mess of this situation and the sheriff was not about to let him off
the hook. With no small amount of irritation in his voice the
sheriff said. ‘Okay, Boy! If that is your answer, then you will
have to live with the consequences. I can guarantee you from three
to five years. Cuff him Rusty.’

‘This was the moment Rusty
was waiting for. He reached out to grab Willy’s hand and to his
surprise found the younger man moving in his direction. Willy was
an unusually strong boy and to the deputy’s surprise he grabbed him
by his shirt front and gun belt lifting the bigger man completely
off the ground and threw him against the sheriff. The two went down
in a pile.’

‘That’s assault and battery
of a police officer, Boy!’ the sheriff yelled.

‘Sheriff, I could accept
that charge if it was from a real sheriff. You are nothing but a
crook with a badge. I would take jail over being your son-in-law!’
Willy said.

‘Rusty tried for his gun
but a short punch from Willy laid him out cold. The sheriff was a
big man with a big bluff. He knew he was no match for the powerful
young man, so he stayed on the ground. It didn’t take much to cuff
the two men with their own cuffs. Attaching the end of one of the
cuffs to a tree branch Willy turned to the sheriff.’

‘I’m sorry for this but I
would be sorrier to be your son-in-law!’ Willy said. ‘I will be on
my way sheriff. I have a long way to travel tonight. I would stay,
but you are a bad man and I don’t see how this can work
out.’

Mira Simpson cleared her
throat and shifted in the chair. “Could I have another glass of
water,” she asked. All eyes were glued on her and they were as
quiet as a church mouse. Mira had their attention and after a drink
of water she began again, “Oh, let’s see, where was I?
Willy left in a hurry. He didn’t go back for his
clothes or for his brother. He had it in his mind to contact him
someway but for now John was better off without him. The next few
hours he put as much distance between him and Temple as he could.
He eventually ended up in Mexico and decided he really liked it
there,” Mira said.

Judge Stewart noticed the tired look
and voice of Mira Simpson and said, “Ladies and Gentlemen, we’ve
had a long day. Let’s conclude here for now and resume at ten a.m.
tomorrow morning.”

C36 - Moving Day

The Newton Post Office was no more than a small one room
building distinguished only by a short flag pole and American flag.
It sat at a dusty intersection of two busy dirt roads that
connected East/West to North/South. Elmer Hayes breathed a nervous
sigh as he entered the Federal Building. It had seemed at the time
the Post Office would be a safe place to meet, that was
sight-unseen. Now it looked like a remote place he could get a dose
of lead that six pallbearers couldn’t carry. It was hot in the
little building and every time a car passed, a new cloud of dust
covered the building and sieved under the door. A few minutes later
the door opened and the youngest of the West brothers entered.
Elmer eased his hand under his shirt and in the small of his back
he wrapped his fingers around the handle of a Colt 45 pistol. A
little-old-lady came in and made her way over to her box. Sadie
Smith closed box 23 and turned the key before turning to leave.
Looking at the two men eyeing one another, her face took on a look
of disgust. The West boys had a reputation that Sadie just couldn’t
abide. The very thought of what that bunch of white trash down in
the valley did for the community made her ill.

“You must be Rayford. I’ve
heard so much about you. I could have picked you out of a crowd at
the county fair. Before you say anything, I want you to know I did
not kill Odell. He was my best friend!” Snake said.

“Marvin and Buford are
sitting down the road at Shiner’s Store. I guess we will just ride
down there, and you can tell it to the three of us at once!”
Rayford said.

ααααααα

Sonny Green walked around the house
just a block from down town La Fuerte. “It’s a real nice place. I
was thinking about something out in the country but being the new
sheriff, I guess living in the city might be good for a few years!”
he said.

Christine walked around the
wrap-around porch and smiled at her husband and said, “It don’t
matter much if I like it or not, mother is moving her stuff in the
little garage apartment and her new son-in-law is paying her a lot
of attention, so she is happy. I think I better get my luggage and
move in. I have two strikes against me!”

“Does it bother you that
there was a dead man sitting at your kitchen table a couple of
weeks ago?” Sonny asked.

“That table and chairs
better be gone! What scares me more is Earl Kaminski had an
interior decorator purchase all the furniture and blinds without my
assistance. I guess I will see what it looks like soon enough. You
ready to carry me over the threshold?” Christine asked.

“Always ready to assist in
any way if it means I can get my hands on you!” Sonny
said.

Just inside the front door Sonny stood
with a surprised look on his face. Christine looked around to see
three well-dressed men sitting around her living room on her new
furniture. Slowly, Sonny let Christine slide to a standing
position.

“Sheriff Green, I
apologize for the intrusion at such an intimate moment. Let me
introduce myself and my associates.” Standing up and adjusting his
tailored suitcoat he continued, “My name is Albert Swift, my
associates Jeff and Angus.” Two bruisers cut from the same mold
stood and adjusted their coats over the hardware strapped under
their arms. They looked as out of place in a three-piece suit as a
mouse in a cookie jar. “First, let me congratulate you on your new
job and I assume your new bride. You are a very fortunate man. I
believe the young lady is the daughter of Marvin West, an old
friend of mine. The lady exploring the little apartment over the
garage is Thelma West, Marvin’s wife, I believe,” Swift
said.

“Albert Swift, I have
heard your name many times usually with a negative connotation. You
are the last person I expected to see. Your name is usually used in
connection with the largest crime syndicate in the south. Now here
you are standing in my living room. Please explain what you could
possibly want here before you leave,” Sonny said.

“All that negativity you
can dismiss as untrue speculations. As for why I’m here; I have to
assume you know who owned this house before you. My lawyer was
unable to purchase the property because you had already purchased
it. I also have to assume it is no accident that you are here in
the capacity of sheriff. I’m here looking for a former associate
whose father, the doctor Samuel Hayes, owned this house. His son
Elmer Hayes has made himself very scarce lately. It has been
brought to my attention that my good friend Elmer has succumbed to
a self-inflicted head wound in this very house. Now, Sheriff, I
know you were not here, and neither was I and frankly I don’t
believe Elmer would do such a thing. Is it your intention to look
for the money he supposedly had with him? Maybe he came home and
hid the money somewhere in this big house. I’m not sure that could
be the case, but Elmer was a foolish boy when it came to money. The
money rightfully belongs to me, Sheriff Green. Now I’m a fair man.
I will reimburse you all you have invested in this house and
furniture plus 20% for your trouble. I hope you will consider the
offer. It will only last until I find Elmer. Then he will restore
all I’m out because of his foolishness,” Albert Swift
said.

“Swift, I couldn't care
less about the 200 thousand dollars your associate Hayes, alias
Snake, got from his little blackmail and double-cross scheme. The
money, if found, would belong to Hamilton International. So just to
let you know, we moved here to get as far away from Scrappin’
Valley as we could. It happened that Hamilton saw this as a
possible location to build a new processing plant. I’m sheriff of
this city first and on a retainer for Hamilton in case he needs my
help. If the money shows up, you will be able to read about it in
the papers. Good day, Gentlemen,” Sonny said.

“One more little thing I
would like to mention to you, Sheriff. I can only assume you will
be in touch with your father-in-law in the near future. Word from
the grapevine came to me that Marvin has been inquiring into the
location of Elmer. I must insist that the West family stay out of
my business. It would make me mighty unhappy if they should find
the Snake before I do. Please keep your family clear of Hayes and
my business,” Swift said.

The three stood and made their way out
to the front porch past Sonny. A long black Cadillac made its way
down the street. Before getting in the car, Swift turned to look at
the two standing on the porch and stated, “Green, tell your
daddy-in-law to leave this mess alone. I’ll take care of any
retribution necessary for his brother’s demise without his
involvement.”

Sonny stepped up behind Christine and
whispered, “How about I carry you across the threshold one more
time?”

“If I didn’t know better,
I would be thinking you want to get your hands on me again!
Actually, I was thinking the same thing! I’m sure glad there is
that little apartment over the garage,” Christine said with a
smile.

A minute later Sonny let Christine
slide down to a standing position again. Sitting on the new
furniture was Marvin, Buford and Rayford West.

“I take it you were
waiting out back while Mr. Swift was here making veiled threats
which he extended to cover the entire family,” Sonny
said.

Well, hello, Christine. So, this is
where my daughter lit-out-to when she learned I was getting out of
prison? I was hurt that you were not in the valley to welcome me
home. Instead, you took your mother and left in a big hurry. So,
where is Thelma anyway?” Marvin asked.

Behind them a voice said, “I’m right
here, Marvin. I saw the three of you sneaking up the back steps. I
was hoping for a few more days of peace before I had to start
dealing with you again,” Thelma West stated staring at
Marvin.

Marvin turned around and looked at the
woman standing in the doorway. “Well, Thelma, you are looking
mighty nice. You have gained some weight and are dressing a lot
better than you used to,” Marvin said.

“That just goes to show
you what hope and peace-of-mind did for me while you were away in
prison. From what I have just heard you are knee deep in something
crooked and you ain’t been home a full week yet. You didn’t learn
nothing in prison, nothing at all.” Thelma said.

Marvin looked around the spacious
living room. “So, this is the last place that the dearly departed
Elmer Hayes spent his last few minutes of life. I bet he was
hugging a bag full of money just before he decided to end it all!”
Marvin said, giving the other two a sideways look.

“Rayford you and Buford
help me unload the car and trailer while Marvin here does some
catching up with his family,” Sonny said.

“Sure, Sonny,” Rayford
said as he and Buford walked for the door.

Giving them both hard looks, Marvin
said, “Buford, have I missed something here? Are you boys getting
really family-close to the lawman who sent me to prison and then
married my daughter against all logic and my family judgment? Do
you know what this does to our family’s reputation in the Valley?”
Marvin said.

Buford and Rayford squirmed a little
and without saying a word followed a smiling Sonny Green out the
door. Back over his shoulder Sonny said, “I hope Swift don’t have
someone watching this place! If he does, we may all be murdered
like Snake was!”

Rayford and Buford broke out in a
laugh which stopped Sonny cold. “Okay Uncle Buford, it’s obvious
you boys know something that I do not know. Now spill the beans.
What have I missed about the dead man found in my wife’s new
kitchen?” Sonny inquired.

“Well, Sonny, we can tell
you that was not Snake. We met with him yesterday and got the story
of who did for Odell,” Buford stated.

Sonny stopped shy of walking down the
porch steps and asked, “Buford, are you telling me that Snake is
alive? The stiff sitting at the kitchen table was not him? Someone
else murdered Odell and you have had words to substantiate all this
recently with Elmer Hayes?”

“Well now, Sonny, I’m not
sure Marvin wanted to let you in on all we know. So, I guess
anything I say you will have to keep under your hat. Marvin might
get a bit upset, since he told us to keep this quiet. Now you’re
family and all that should count for something,” Buford
said.

“It’s too late to clam up
now! You two have spilled the beans! Now, we have a dead man
probably murdered in this house to cover up for a live Elmer Hayes!
I don’t know what you know, but you two sit down here on the
tailgate of this truck and tell me everything you know. You better
make it quick before Marvin gets suspicious and comes looking for
us. Is Elmer dead or alive, and if alive, have you talked to him
lately? Now Buford you start with where Elmer Hayes is located!”
Sonny stated hurriedly.

“Snake contacted us, and
we met him at the Post Office back in the valley yesterday. He is
now under the protection of the West family!” Rayford blurted
out.

“Wait a minute, let’s go
back to the day Odell was killed. That will be a good starting
place. Buford you start!” Sonny ordered.

“Snake sent a message to
Rayford and wanted him to meet him someplace of his choosing. He
would pick the place. He was adamant he didn’t kill Odell, but he
knew who did. Marvin and I agreed, and Rayford went to Newton and
called a number in Houston. Anyway, Rayford made the meeting and
brought Snake down in the valley with the full story,” Buford
replied.

“So how does the story
go?” Sonny inquired.

“Snake was working for
Albert Swift but only on a contract basis. He didn’t like the idea
of being in the Dixie Mafia, so Swift used him when he needed a job
done that didn’t link the results to the Dixie boys. Snake was
working with one of his old buddies, Bob Anderson, to help get
control of Hamilton International. Anderson came down with cancer
and was about to die before he and Snake could kill Drew Hamilton
and his daughter, who was the only living relative to inherit
Hamilton International,” Buford said all in one breath.

“Well, that was a mouth
full, but carry on,” Sonny said.

“Things fell apart and
Snake decided to do some blackmailing. He didn’t think Swift was
paying him enough. Snake needed help so he called on his old friend
Odell West. They pulled off a 200K heist. About that time Hamilton
International’s security chief, Simon, was killed by one of Swift’s
plants by the name of Nicholas Nance Bush; known by the Dixie Mafia
as Needle Nose Bush. Needle Nose also figured out Snake was working
a double cross and had already blackmailed the company for 200
grand. Bush showed up at Snake’s apartment one afternoon just about
the time Snake would be getting off of work. Fortunately for Snake,
he recognized Bush as he was leaving Snake’s apartment and dodged
him. Bush wanted the money, but it wasn’t in the apartment. So,
Needle Nose went on the hunt for Snake and almost succeeded at
Snake’s home. Snake got the upper hand and did Needle Nose in.
Elmer knew the local sheriff and they got a death certificate that
done away with Elmer. The sheriff got the body parched and Elmer
was officially dead. Elmer gave the sheriff a sock full of money
and he suddenly retired and left town and that’s that!” Buford
said.

“Lord have mercy!” Sonny
said shaking his head. “So where is Elmer Hayes now?”

“As Rayford done told you,
Snake is in Scrappin’ Valley back of the Boggins Slew where he
can’t be found. Under the protection of the West family,” Buford
said.
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“Thelma, I take it you
have no intention of coming back to Scrappin’ Valley where you
belong, do you?” Marvin asked.

“Marvin, I plan on filling
out my time left here on earth loving and taking care of the
grandchildren Christine and Sonny promised me. I have no intention
on coming back even for a hog killing. You three pecker-woods can
fend for yourselves. Besides the Cline girls was more to your
likin' than I ever was. All the three of you need is a moonshine
still and a bunch of hogs to fight the Schultz clan over. I’m
through wondering if there isn’t something the good Lord made us
for except mischief and heartache. Matter of fact, I’m going to
church Sunday in the new clothes my son-in-law bought for me!”
Thelma said proudly.

C37 - Court Day 7---Sins of the Brother

Court was convened the next morning and Mira was back on the
stand. As soon as she was seated and comfortable, she
began.

‘The sheriff’s deputy Rusty
had high hopes for the sheriff’s daughter, but she was not
interested. He had followed Willy back to Temple one night after he
had left the sheriff’s daughter and knew where Billy Jack was
boarding. Once they freed themselves, they promptly headed for
Temple in a rage.

‘I don’t think he is stupid
enough to go back there, but if he is, I will break his head for
this,’ the sheriff said.

They found the boarding
house and knocked at the door. ‘Ma’am do you have a fellow by the
name of Billy Jack Conner staying here?’ the sheriff
asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. He just
came in from work and is having his supper in the kitchen,’ The two
looked at each other. They couldn’t believe their ears.

John Baker sat eating
supper when the sheriff and Rusty stormed in. They were not about
to be man-handled by a boy again, so they came in swinging. John’s
back was to the door and he never knew what hit him. In short order
he was laying on the floor with cuffs and a splitting
headache!’

‘Billy Jack Conner, you are
under arrest for the robbery of the pack-and-go in Georgetown and
assaulting a police officer!’ the sheriff yelled.

It only took a minute to
haul the semi-conscious body to the patrol car. Thanks to Willy and
his practical jokes, no one knew that John was a twin or what his
real name was. What is it they always say; ‘My sins won’t hurt
anyone but me.’ That night innocence was at the mercy of the devil
himself. A few days later the local doctor was summoned to look at
John laying in the town’s jail. The doctor was so irate at the
handling the boy had received from the sheriff he threatened to
call the newspapers and Austin unless they allow the boy to be
moved to the local clinic. This incident brought to head a
long-time hatred between the doctor and the sheriff for his
treatment of people he arrested. The doctor called the Texas
Rangers in Austin for help. Captain Eastman, upon hearing of the
condition of the boy, contacted one of his field agents in the area
who was returning a runaway girl to Temple. Hearing how angry the
doctor was, the ranger promptly headed for the clinic. Outside the
clinic the ranger found a standoff at the emergency room entrance.
The old doctor stood with a rusty old shotgun threatening to shoot
the sheriff if he tried to enter his clinic after the
boy!’

‘Ranger, I am glad you made
it so quickly. I have a boy inside who these two,’ the doctor
pointed to the sheriff and his deputy sitting in their patrol car,
‘have almost killed. I don’t intend to give him up so they can
finish the job.’

‘Doctor, put the shotgun
down and I will take care of this matter,’ Jake Walker
said.

‘Inside the jail, the
ranger took one look at the terrible beating the boy had taken over
the course of the days he had been in the hands of the sheriff and
said, ‘Doc, I will take the boy on to Huntsville with me tonight
and have him hospitalized under protective custody.’

Upon hearing this the
sheriff was enraged and stated, ‘That boy will stand trial here for
the charges against him!’

‘Sheriff, you made an
arrest in a city you are not an official in. That alone was your
first mistake. Considering his condition, I will say, if he dies, I
will make sure you and your deputy stand trial for murder. Now,
Sheriff, how does that sit with you?’ Ranger Walker
said.

‘The sheriff didn’t like
his prisoner leaving town but was worried he and Rusty had gone too
far this time. Later that night the ranger and doctor loaded John
Baker in the back seat of the cruiser for the trip to Huntsville.
Both of John’s arms had been fractured in several places fending
off the night sticks. His face was battered and bruised beyond
recognition and he had a broken jaw.

‘This is not the first
beating I have seen at the hands of those two, but this is by far
the worst. Whatever crime this boy committed, he paid for it twice
over. If you need a witness against the sheriff, I’m your man,’ the
doctor said. To transport the boy, the doctor had to bind both arms
in slings against his chest to keep them demobilized and with a
broken jaw his head was bandaged. ‘He will be drinking through a
straw for a while and will need medical care for a long time,’ the
doctor said.

Sitting in the back seat
of the cruiser John leaned his head against the seat and prayed.
His life had unraveled and the last few days had been beyond
belief. ‘Try and get comfortable, Son. You have a long ride,’ Jake
said, ‘Doc, I will get him in the hospital at Huntsville as soon as
I can. Don’t worry about him, he will be alright,’ the ranger
said.

Mira sighed and showed signs of
fatigue, not a word had been said in the courtroom as long as she
had been talking.

George Ford rose and said, “Your
Honor, from the testimony Mrs. Simpson has given us so far it
appears that one of the charges that sent Willy Baker to prison,
that he had robbed the sheriff’s stop-and-go, was trumped up and I
ask the judge to consider striking that charge from my client's
record. Mrs. Simpson is tired. Could we continue with her testimony
tomorrow and call another witness for the defense at this
time?”

The judge had been taking notes and
looked over the rim of his glasses and said, “The liquor store
charges would not stand up in court after the testimony heard here
today and will be removed from Baker's past records. If the
prosecutor does not object, we will go to the next
witness.”

“None, Your Honor,” the
prosecutor replied.

Willy sat with his hands against his
face, while Bonnie sobbed quietly to herself. She had never known
the burden her husband had carried. The courtroom sat bewildered at
what was unfolding before their eyes. Most were around when the
ranger and boy had been killed. The ranger was a decorated war
hero, but few remembered the boy. There had never been a name and
his face was never recognizable. Just a trouble maker who robbed a
liquor store a hundred and fifty miles north of
Huntsville.

This day Mira Simpson put a name to
the grave in the cemetery. A boy who had been savagely beaten and
killed. Now John Baker was a victim and their hearts went out to
him.

“I would like at this time
to dismiss this witness and bring Ranger Lightfoot back to the
witness stand. I believe he can help this story from this point. I
would like Mrs. Simpson to return to the stand after she is
refreshed,” George said.

After Lightfoot was sworn in and
seated, George stepped up to the front of the witness chair and
began, “Ranger Lightfoot, you found Mr. Baker’s aunt, Mira Simpson,
and brought her here. Please explain the events that brought this
about.”

Settling back in the witness chair
Lightfoot began to speak, “It has been almost five years since the
murder of Ranger Jake Walker. Sitting in this courthouse I
revisited all the information I had acquired years ago in my mind.
The newspapers were the best source to refresh my memory. I had all
the papers in my files and last night went through the issues
concerning the murders. At the library I found a story of the crime
Baker committed. I did not connect Baker to Ranger Walker and the
boy in his cruiser at the time. Because Baker’s problems occurred
months after Ranger Walker and the boy were killed, I overlooked
them and never made the connection,” Lightfoot said.

“You helped investigate
the deaths. Will you take us from where Mrs. Simpson left off as
far as you can?” George said.

Ranger Lightfoot began, “Ranger Walker
left Georgetown and was about a hundred miles out of Huntsville
when they were killed. The best we could discern, Ranger Walker had
stopped at a stop sign when a car passed in front of him at a high
rate of speed. Back-tracking the cruiser, it appears he took
pursuit of the vehicle. A few miles down the road he overtook the
car and pulled it over. He walked up to the vehicle and must have
talked to the driver. He turned and was walking to the back of the
car, silhouetted in his own car lights, when someone from the car
shot him. There was glass all over the highway. We figured the
shooter had shot through the back glass.” A murmur came from the
court room.

“John Baker was sitting in
the back seat of the ranger’s cruiser. He must have been watching
the entire scene unfold before his eyes. His mouth was wired
together, and he couldn’t alert the ranger of the impending danger.
He saw Ranger Walker as he was shot and fell to the ground. At the
scene we found how he managed to open the door of the police car
and tried to get away, only to come face to face with the murderer.
He was shot with the same rifle that killed Ranger Walker. We first
suspected the Georgetown Sheriff and his deputy but soon saw they
had solid alibis. Everyone knew and loved Jake Walker. The boy was
an unknown and soon forgotten.” Looking over at Willy, Lightfoot
said, “There was one boy who could not forget, the one made in his
own image, his twin brother. Mr. Baker sees his brother’s face
every time he looks in a mirror. He knew it was his actions that
caused his brother’s death. From all we have heard today, John was
a very good boy that cared for his prodigal brother. I believe that
he was the kind of person who would gladly give his life for his
brother and forgive him for anything he would do,” Lightfoot
said.

Looking at Willy, Lightfoot saw the
pain in his face and continued, “I took Mrs. Simpson by John
Baker’s grave yesterday with fresh flowers, and there is a new
stone. It read, “In Fond Memories, Beloved Brother”. The stone had
John Baker’s name on it. I remember visiting the grave at the time
of the funeral and all that was there was a ‘stone cross’ that the
city had supplied. With what we are hearing, the story of John
Baker and his death will be told for years to come. God knows where
all of His children fall, and John can now rest in peace. His young
life was spent working on the bad nature of his brother. Now his
story may bring many to the God John Baker loved. He may inspire
many to follow a quality way of life instead of the fast and loose
way that hurts us all. It is for certain our sins surely touch
everyone we know!”

Lightfoot sat for a moment gathering
his thoughts. He then continued, “I went through the back issues of
the local papers looking for anything that Willy Baker might have
found. While in prison, he must have been searching for answers to
his brother’s death. I found where two men had been arrested in a
local bar when a fight broke out. They made the news because they
were from Chicago and one had a prison record. The papers
speculated they were in Texas setting up some kind of illegal
operations. One of the men had broken parole by coming to Texas. To
keep from getting sent back to prison he let it be known he had
information about the ranger shooting. Unaware to us, he was bailed
out of jail and disappeared before we could get any information.
The informant was the brother of a gangster from Chicago by the
name of Gino LaSalle. The man was never found. He had indicated the
other man, McDonald, was responsible for the killings. This could
not be substantiated because the man was never seen again. There
was bad blood between the two Chicago families from that time on.
The man who made bail for the two men was Judd Smith’s brother who
was a rancher west of Huntsville. A lawyer from Chicago had
supplied the money to bail them out. Judd Smith and his brother had
been suspected of rustling and selling stolen cattle. Nothing was
ever proven on the Smith brothers. We only knew Judd’s brother
bailed McDonald out of jail. Judd Smith enlisted in the army and
served with distinction. In his absence no charges were ever
proven. He was wounded and sent home from the war. He came home a
hero. Six months before the end of the war he enlisted again and
distinguished himself, was wounded, and sent back home, that time
for good.”

C38 - Court Day 8---A Horror in Waiting

The next morning all waited patiently until Mira Simpson was
put back on the stand and a hush fell over the courtroom, no one
muttered a sound. All sat waiting for her to continue her
story.

‘Months later, Willy
figured things had cooled down and came back to Temple to fetch his
brother and be on their way. He had grown tired of the fast life
for a while. The first place he went was the lumber company where
brother John had worked. When he entered the office, the secretary
saw him and fainted dead away. Her supervisor came running over to
help her but he too stood in shock at seeing Willy.’

‘Billy Jack, it’s you!’ he
exclaimed.

‘The game was over for
Willy, so to keep it simple he just said he was Billy Jack’s twin
brother. ‘Where is my brother? he asked. 'I have driven close to a
thousand miles to see him!’ Everyone was dumbfounded at his
presence.

‘Well! Is he here?’ Willy
asked.

‘They were very elusive and
told him to go see the nurse that worked in the hospital. Without
further discussion, and with an uneasy feeling, he left for the
hospital. The nurse had never seen him without bruises, so she
didn’t recognize him as Billy Jack. It took an hour for her to tell
him the story about Billy Jack and all that transpired around the
death. Leaving the nurse’s office Willy stumbled blindly out the
door of the clinic, enraged at himself for what his foolishness had
caused. In his despair he lashed out the only way he knew. Looking
for the sheriff, he wandered around Georgetown in a mental fog.
Disbelief turned to anger and the only place he could think of was
the store he was supposed to have robbed. Walking up, he stood
looking through the plate glass window at the clerk. Unsuspecting,
Rusty stood behind the counter reading a paper. Stories of the
beating and the death of the young boy had cost the sheriff and his
deputy their jobs. Rusty had lost his dreams of becoming the
sheriff. The sheriff could not get anyone to work for him except
Rusty after what he had done to the boy, so there he stood reduced
to a clerk in a convenience store.’

‘Feeling uncomfortable,
Rusty looked up to see the familiar face of Billy Jack glaring at
him through the plate glass window. The half-crazed look on the
face of Willy brought a cry of fear from Rusty’s lips. This was the
face that kept him awake at night. Suddenly the figure seemed to
walk through the plate glass window and float over the counter.
Large hands grabbed him, and he was sent sailing over the bar
screaming in fear. Rusty had always been a superstitious man and
seeing Willy was too much for him. ‘I have come back for you,
Rusty!’ Willy wailed. Rusty knew that the demons from hell were
after him. Nothing he could do seemed to faze the ghost of Billy
Jack. Crying and screaming for help he received a beating, similar
to the one he had administered to prisoners that had unfortunately
fell into his cruel hands. Willy soon turned his attention to the
store, nothing was left unbroken. Liquor ran out the door onto the
sidewalk soaking into the cracks. The last thing to leave the
building was Rusty as he sailed through the remaining plate glass
window. Baker was subdued by the new Sheriff and his deputy. At the
trial no one came to his defense. The doctor that had attended John
had died of a heart attack, and the nurse was not one to get
involved. Willy sat at his trial threatening everyone that got
close to him including the judge. His actions helped the jury to
give a speedy verdict and he was imprisoned.’

George stood and turned to the jury,
“Your Honor and People of the jury, I was not hired to represent
Willy Baker, though I am. I was hired by him to clear his brother’s
good name. Mr. Baker wanted his brother John to be remembered for
the kind of person he was. I believe you can agree that John can be
vindicated of any charges the sheriff in Georgetown contrived
against him. This also calls into question the honesty of the judge
in Georgetown. Your Honor, before we go any further, I may be able
to shed some light on many of the unanswered questions. There is
something I had forgotten about. It is something that may be of
grave importance. In the package sent to me with the letters there
was a key. It might be that key could unlock some of this mystery.
I put it in my desk drawer and forgot about it,” George
said.

A murmur spread among the people
sitting in the court room. “Order in the court! People, we are not
in recess yet. I think we will end this session for today and
reconvene on Friday. The weather is getting bad outside. George,
take a ranger and go get the key as soon as this shower is over.
You can present your new evidence tomorrow morning. Court is
adjourned,” Judge Stewart said.

A strong gust of wind followed by a
clap of thunder signaled an approaching evening shower. People
scurried across the courthouse lawn seeking shelter and those that
could not find shelter crowded into the courthouse.

Westward the sky was black and moved
over the city. Thunder and lightning lit up the Huntsville sky.
George found Cage standing at a window watching people on the
square run for cover. Suddenly, great drops of rain hit the roof
tops and ground with a resounding thud. Rain fell in sheets as the
courthouse lost power. The two stood among the packed crowds that
had been able to enter the courthouse. On every floor groups of
people stood in the dark discussing the weather and the lack of
power. Standing by the second-floor window, people watched as
sheets of rain battered the building and rivers of rain water
coursed down the hillside. No one noticed the rain coat clad figure
as he hurried across the courtyard and down the street that led to
George’s office. Patting the big hound’s head, the gloved hand
stepped around the dog to get to the back door. The door to the
office was not locked and in a matter of seconds the intruder had
opened the desk drawer. In one motion he took the key and retraced
his steps out into the rain. Rufus shook the rain off violently and
looked around the office for the best place to rest. The newest
edition to George’s office had been the new red leather sofa
accenting George’s waiting room. Jumping up on the sofa, Rufus
circled twice before curling his wet body up in a ball and licking
his wet fur. The odor of wet dog permeated the small building as
rain blew through the open door. The only thing visible were two
sets of wet footprints on the floor...those of Rufus and the
thief.

Rita O’Neal had worked in the Trail
Ways Bus Terminal for a few months, cleaning floors and emptying
trash containers. This routine had become her life. From the
penthouse to the outhouse in one swift move. Grumbling to herself,
she went about her duties. Rita had jumped at the chance to get
this very special assignment. Now she just wanted to get back to
Austin and her old desk job. Rainy days always brought a mess in
the terminal. Just keeping the floors dry under the pressure of
heavy foot traffic was a full-time job. Her shift was about over.
Rita was mopping in front of the main doors and the ticket counter
when a set of boots walked right across her work. Water ran off the
slicker as the man made his way across the terminal.

“Hey! You could have hung
that rain coat outside and walked around my mopped space just as
easy,” she yelled. All she got for her complaint was a cold stare
from a set of dull grey eyes. Suddenly her heart leaped with joy
and she spun around carrying her bucket and mop back to the store
room. The man in the wet boots had just finished her exit
requirements. This job was officially over. Never again would she
volunteer for an exciting special assignment. Rita stepped into a
small room where four rangers sat playing cards. She announced that
locker number sixteen had just been opened by a man in a black rain
coat. Jumping back against the wall she watched as the four left in
four different directions. Outside the man lifted the rain coat
hood over his head and stepped into the driving rain. He was being
observed by four men waiting at locations from which they could
follow him. The key fit locker sixteen in the Greyhound Bus
Terminal. Inside he found a letter was the only inhabitance.
Cramming the letter in his pocket he made his way down the
rain-swept alley to the back door of Ed’s mechanic shop. Standing
inside the poorly lit room the two faced each other.

“Were you followed?” Ed
asked.

“How could I know? The
rain is not letting up and I’m soaked. I got the key to a locker in
the bus station. There was a letter in the locker,” he said tearing
at the edge of the envelope.

“Read it, Man! Then put it
in the stove and get rid of the evidence,” Ed said as he took out
his cigarette lighter.

Standing in the dimly lit garage Bart
opened the letter. With water dripping from his hat he held the
letter out so it would not get wet as he began to read.

To Whom It May Concern:

The night Thomas Taylor
died he told me that Bart Wells had killed Jake Walker in his
presence and had taken”…A knock on the
door brought their heads up.

Whispering, Ed looked at Bart and
said, "You idiot! Why did you keep that? Don't answer that! It will
put you in the electric chair! Whatever it is you better get it
disposed of and now! Burn it in the stove quick!” Ed
said.

As soon as they had destroyed the
letter Ed went to the door.

“What do you want?” Ed
shouted.

“Ed, my car is running
rough! Looks like something got wet. Can you take a look?” Franks
yelled back.

“I will be right out, Mr.
Franks.”

“I wish I knew what the
rest of that letter said! I better go help old man Franks with his
car.” In the back of his mind he had decided to close early and
leave. The old van was ready, and things were getting too hot
around Huntsville. “Stay in here until I get Franks’ car running
smooth,” Ed said.

In a few minutes Ed walked back in the
shop and settled down by the old stove. He stated, “Bart, I think
it’s time to run. You go take care of your problem and meet me back
here after dark. Everything we are taking is already loaded and I
put a new battery in the van yesterday.”

C39 - Ghost from the Past

Bart stood on the back porch of the old house where he had
lived all his life. From this very porch he had listened to his
father make deals and watched as money changed hands. He had not
been as smart and crafty as his father. Nothing but pure luck had
saved him from getting caught up in this mess so far. His nerves
were shot, and he had taken to drinking more and more. His nights
were filled with dreams of walking the long hallway on death row in
the local prison.

“I can’t take any more of
this,” he said to himself. Stepping from
the back porch he made his way through the wet grass and waist high
weeds. Taking a deep breath, he stepped around the corroded old
car. Once the fastest car in Walker County, it stood a rusty
witness to the night he had stepped over the line. Alcohol had
always been his courage and after that night it had become his
constant companion. For years he had refused to look out the
kitchen window into the backyard where he had parked the car that
fateful night. He remembered the smirk on the face of the gangster
from Chicago. The taste of blood still came to his mouth when he
remembered the river of blood on the highway that night. Stepping
around the car, the smell of rotten and mildewed upholstery came to
him and the ground made a sucking sound as his boots sunk in the
soft wet earth. Looking around the back yard to assure himself he
was alone, he inserted a key in the trunk and heard the sound of
the trunk pop open. How many times had he thought about doing this
very thing? Through the years he had become paranoid of being near
this car. Now danger of being found out brought him new courage. He
must be rid of the evidence that lay beneath the trunk of this
car.

Bart removed the spare tire and pulled
back the rubber mat in the trunk. Reaching inside he removed the
top of a small hidden compartment his father had installed to carry
large amounts of money. The old leather billfold lay beneath the
silver shield. A cold fear gripped his soul as he removed them and
stepped back from the car to close the trunk. The rushing sound of
boots in wet grass brought him around fast.

“I’ll take that sheriff
and do not make a move!” one ranger shouted.

“Put your hands over your
head and keep them there! You are under arrest!” a tall lanky
ranger said. Weak and shaken Bart stood as cuffs were placed on his
wrists.

“Sheriff, tonight you will
spend time in your own jail,” another ranger said.

Ed Weeks stepped around
the corner of his garage and poured a bucket of used motor oil in
his waste oil drum and lit a cigarette. The stress was
overwhelming, and he hadn’t slept in weeks. The lighter tumbled to
the ground followed by the cigarette. From his vantage point he
watched as four rangers marched a cuffed sheriff to his own
jailhouse. Slinking back inside he quickly locked the front doors
and slid the deadbolt on the rear. Looking through a crack in the
tin wall he watched the activity around the jailhouse. It wasn’t
long until the captain of the Texas Rangers was standing in front
of the jail giving orders. It was obvious they had set Bart up and
now two were headed his way. Quickly he eased himself out a small
side window and made his way down a side street. Bart had been
followed to his shop and that implicated him. It was dark now and
thankfully there were no streetlights along these backstreets.
Climbing in the van he lay on the floor completely drained from
fright and the adrenalin rush. ‘So, what do
they have on me?’ he thought.
‘I could be implicated in the stealing of the
trucks. No one knew of what I did at the cemetery. That was
it…nothing could be linked to me. So, they followed Bart to the
garage, so what? What could Bart say against me…nothing but the
truck heist. He would deny it and it would be my word against
Bart’s. Tomorrow I will show up for work in my shop and do business
as usual. What I need is a good lawyer,’ Drifting off, Ed fell into a fretful
slumber.

C40 - Court Day 8---To
Whom It May Concern

The night Thomas Taylor died; he told me that a gangster from
Chicago, Walter McDonald, and Bart Wells had killed Jake Walker and
my brother, John Baker. Had they known Thomas was not passed out in
the back he would have been killed, too. The mobster, Walter
McDonald, shot through the back window of the car and killed Jake
Walker. The ranger had turned and was walking back to his cruiser.
Bart took the ranger’s wallet and badge. Thomas confided in Ed
Weeks this information. Ed Weeks blackmailed Taylor into driving
one of the trucks the night Thomas Taylor was killed. Thomas
revealed this to me while he was dying. I promised I would make
sure it came to light. The key to this locker will be mailed to the
lawyer that I hired to clear my brother’s name. This will help
explain and expose my involvement in what happened to
Thomas.

The killings that occurred
at the cemetery, I believe were committed by Ed Weeks, the owner of
the auto repair shop. It was dark and I did not see the men below
my window, and I have no evidence to prove it was Weeks. I believe
Weeks thought Smith was trying to cheat him out of his share of the
money. The full story of what I think happened the morning of the
cemetery murders is in a safety deposit box. Upon hearing the plans
made below my bedroom window, I pulled a fast one on the Smith man
that cost him his life. I had no idea of the consequences of my
practical joke. Just another of the many failures that have plagued
my life. It would have been better had I had never been
born.”

Willy Baker

Stepping over to the jury box George
stood looking at the faces of the jury members. “Ladies and
Gentlemen of the jury, the Bible says we will answer for every idle
word spoken. After today that should be an eye opener for all of
us. The idea that I would someday answer for all my life’s work
started me to thinking. Why not present the evidence as clearly as
possible and give you, the jury, something to decide on besides
clouded issues and sleight of hand moves on which to make a
judgment. You have not heard much discussion and arguments between
the prosecutor and me. We both want the same thing…justice tempered
with mercy. I ask you today to dig deep in your souls and determine
what should be the judgment of this court. Be wise and consider
what the punishment, if any, should be,” George Ford
said.

The next morning Judge Stewart stood
with the newly appointed lawyer who would represent Bart Wells. The
judge stated, “Boxcar, the only thing that may keep your client out
of the electric chair is his complete cooperation. You better be a
miracle worker. He is going down and none of your shenanigans will
help. His trial will be a high-profile case and the only way to get
these blasted reporters out of Huntsville is to get it over with. I
will arraign him as soon as you have decided on a plea. So, you and
your new client need to get your defense ready quick. You just got
a heads up on what the prosecution will enter as Exhibit A. Go
counsel your client as to a plea.” Boxcar stepped over to the table
and laid the letter back down. After reading the letter his face
had taken on an ashen look as all the blood drained out.

As he leaned over the bench Judge
Stewart said, “We’ve been watching a locker for weeks at the bus
station here in Huntsville. I had the rangers remove the contents
of the locker and setup a letter to trap the killer and your new
client. Our new sheriff took the bait.”

Standing beside his newest client,
Boxcar was somewhat perplexed. He had found no problems with the
prosecution’s handling of the evidence and stated, “We will be
ready for trial in a week, Your Honor.”

Directing every ounce of energy
looking at Boxcar, Judge StewartJudge said, “Listen, Boxcar! We
have an iron clad case. Your client’s fate will be at the mercy of
the jury. We have shells linked to his murder weapon with his
finger prints on them. Now I need to know where Ed Weeks has gotten
off to. See what Bart might know of his where-abouts.”

Bart sat bewildered, he hadn’t slept
since his arrest knowing he had little chance of missing the death
penalty even after rolling over on McDonald. Boxcar knew this case
was hopeless, but he would do what he could and get some good
exposure for himself. The newspapers were carrying the story daily
and his name was always included. Dragging this along for a few
weeks would not hurt his image.

Bart Wells knew he was doomed and saw
no reason to rollover on Ed. He had resigned himself to his fate
and hoped that Ed enjoyed the money he had left in the old van. The
new sheriff escorted him back to the jail where Bart had spent the
last two weeks. Sighing deeply, he turned to the wall and stared at
the peeling paint on the old concrete wall. There was no life left
in him. Reflecting back over his life and especially that fateful
night, it had all been downhill ever since. He especially dreaded
the stares he received each time he had been taken out of this
cell.

Deputy Walt Tyson had been appointed
acting sheriff until an election could be held. Walt walked back
into the office and threw the cell block keys on the desk and said,
“Deputy Clover, I’m going by Piggly Wiggly and get a list of
groceries for my wife. Then…my able-bodied assistant, I’m going
home for lunch with my new bride. Make sure you keep the office
door locked,” he instructed.

“Walt, you know I have a
dental appointment. This tooth is killing me!” Deputy Clover
pleaded.

“That’s okay, just lock
the door as you leave. Bart will be alright for a couple of hours.
I think he could use some peace and quiet. Boy, am I ever glad I’m
not him,” Walt said.

Behind the courthouse a black sedan
sat next to the curb. “Der goes dat sheriff fella,” Birdie
said.

A few minutes later, “Well now, dat be
the deputy what be a few minit late for him den’al pointment. A
feller bes be takin care of dim pearly whites. If he want to work
on de groceries, don you know,” Grey Jack said with a
laugh.

It took only a minute for the two men
to walk along the sidewalk and open the office door with a special
key. Once inside Grey Jack installed a silencer on his pistol while
Birdie picked up the keys to the cell block. In the well-lit
corridor they found only one cell occupied. That was good, no
witnesses to deal with. Bart Wells was fast asleep. The stress of
the last few days had worn him down and he slept a deep sleep. The
men looked at one another and nodded their agreement. Bart laid on
the cot; his back to the cell door. Two shots then the two calmly
retreated, locking the cellblock door as they went. Stepping from
the jail, Birdie relocked the office door and they made their way
back along the square. Twenty miles out of Huntsville they changed
cars at a junkyard and headed north.

“I kinsa’ hate leavin’
Texas…de Shine Ghost…and de sheriff bof in one lick. Uh nudder
cuppl week and we could retar. Dat Judd was right on the money…we
leavin Texas wit two sack full,” Birdie laughed.

Just a couple of blocks
off main, Ed Weeks lay in the old van. A light rain cooled the
temperature. His eyes pierced the darkness and his mind went over
what was left in his life. ‘Tom Cat had
been the only person he really called a friend. The boy had a great
mechanical aptitude and together they had made cars that were
mechanical wonders. The speed and abilities of the cars they had
literally made from their combined ideas would never be known.
Bart, well, he was just a lowlife described by Thomas as nothing
but continually self-serving’. Laying
there in that old van a loneliness crept over him that always
robbed him of desire to go on, void of reason or purpose.
‘Why not just walk down to the courthouse and turn
himself in?’

Sitting in the dark cab he smoked and
watched people moving about the town square. Charley Sloan drove up
to his paper machine outside Becker’s Grocery and filled the
machine. Mr. Becker wouldn’t be opening the store for another
thirty minutes. Licking his lips, he quickly eased along the street
in the early morning darkness. He put a dime in the slot and
grabbed a morning paper. Back in the van he read of all the news. A
full page was dedicated to him alone. Where had they got all this
information? A statewide hunt had been initiated for information to
his whereabouts. His hand shook as he read the paper.

Just about midnight Ed
Weeks opened the gate and drove the van out of town in a heavy
downpour. His exit went unnoticed. The adrenalin he was on kept him
driving far into the nights of the next week. Weeks later he sat on
a deserted beach on the pacific side of Mexico. Sitting in the sand
under a full moon, he looked at the moonlight glow through a bottle
of West Virginia Shine. The better days of his life were all behind
him now. Bart was history, Thomas was dead, his business was gone.
Ed chuckled to himself. Then a solemn look crossed his face and he
thought, ‘Now What?’ Reaching in his pocket he removed a small revolver. Looking
up at the starlit sky he took a deep breath and blew the cold cloud
into the night air. “Tennessee Whisky, look at what you have done
to me!” he shouted. Shaking the empty bottle in front of his face
his eyes blurred and he cried out, “Now even you have gone.”
Looking around he said, “What am I doing here? I don’t belong here!
My life is back in Texas. I should have never left!” A loneliness
enveloped him that he had felt many times since Thomas had been
killed. Looking into the heavens he said, “Thomas where are you
boy…I’m coming.”

Willy Baker was acquitted, and his
life became a living testimony of how God can change a man’s heart.
He lived to the ripe old age of eighty-three. With the help of his
Jesus, Willy put a light in Bonnie’s heart that never went out. Now
that’s what a real man under the influence of a loving Savior can
do.

 


THE END

###
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Heavenly
Father,

Please honor
my wishes that this book opens a window by which
all who read it may see the truth of sinful living. I ask that you
transform my work of fiction to appeal to all in an understanding
way. As my fingers pass over the keys, guide them to present how
the dark side controls all that do not practice self-control and
destroys all it controls. Let it help them walk a path around the
pitfalls of sin that I have so often fallen into. Please forgive me
for all my past present and future sins and put into my books your
truths that can save and transform broken lives. I take no credit
for any good thing you may do through this book, but pray it brings
a thought-provoking change in many lives.

In Christ’s
name

Amen
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Letter from the Author

In
this life there is much speculation as to whether there is life
after death. If sin is real. If there is someone out there that
really cares. I came to the right conclusion early on. The
experiences of my life have proven to me beyond a shadow of a doubt
that there is a God of all creation who has His hand on me. That
God loves people so much that he even proved it without us even
asking. Then to make it even sweeter he gave us a guide book. Do
you know that the King James Bible was never copywritten? Anyone
can reproduce it in its original 1611 form. Any other version is
man’s versions anyway and they hold copywrites. You want the right
one that God authored, it has no copywrite.

‘If we Christians could go
back and erase the grief and hurt, we had caused ourselves and
others in our struggle through life, we would have learned nothing
from life’s journey. Even worse, the glorious work of rebuilding
human lives God does in the lives of His people would be nullified.
This would be the real shame. After all, He was a
Carpenter.

God Bless You… I hope you
enjoyed my books

James E.
Ferrell
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